USC’s 
Patrick Turner 
and Stanford's 

Tim Sims 
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be i a millions more plaque bugs * 
ed ; ‘ your regular manual brush 
wat can leave behind.” 


Regular manual brushes can leave millions more plaque bugs in ‘+ om, ‘ 5 ’ . 
. your mouth. And at night, plaque bugs can flourish. Fortunately, 4 iT | win " ay 
Ye Oral-B Vitality™ Precision Clean reduces up to 2X more plaque. | | ' ah Cal 
t's So use Vitality at night. And wake up to a cleaner mouth: : Brush like a Dentist 


Vitality Precision Clean vs, regular manual brush, “Manufacturer's suggested retail price 
‘ - SF g¢ 
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14 Sweeps week 

The playoffs got kick-started with a trio of 
three-and-outs as the Rockies’ and D-backs’ 
bandwagons kept picking up believers and the 
Red Sox dusted off the Angels in no time at all. 


22 Ain’t misbehavin’ 
Immersed in winning atmospheres, Randy 
Moss and Terrell Owens have been trouble 
only for opponents this season. Can it last? 
By Dennis Dillon 


26 Go crazy, folks! 
USC's nutso face-plant against Stanford opened a 
can of whoop-and-holler for national title hopefuls 


from all over. What happens now? Anything. 
By Steve Greenberg 


KNOW IT ALL 


4 To Know List The Knicks and Isiah Thomas 
are proof that locker room mentality and 
front office professionalism don’t mix. 

7 On Deck Enough tasty NFL, NHL, NBA and 
college football morsels for everyone. 

Plus, Bob Hille’s Starting 5. 

8 Your Tum Nov, don't 60k so gtim. 

10 Sports Talk with Alyssa Milano, who's the 
boss when the subject is baseball. 

11 Back in session Vacation is over in the NBA. 

12 Red River revelry Every October, Oklahoma 


and Texas play a football game that’s so big 
it just has to be in Big D, 


No amount of Jorge Posada-applied spray could keep 
Cleveland's ‘moth pterodactyls’ from bugging Yankees 
pitchers in Game 2 of the teams’ ALDS. 


INSIDER 


Send your editorial comments to 


Senior VP/Editorial Director John Rawlings at 

30 @ COLLEGE FOOTBALL jrawlings @ sportingnews.com. 
ee NeeaR Online at 
39 @ NHL es ‘ 

wash lL 7 = 
52 Ill BASEBALL a i Ae 
56 MI NBA 
58 To subscribe to Sporting News, 

call 800-777-6785. 
+ Listen to Sporting News Radio online at 

60 M EXPOSURE radio.sportingnews.com. 


For address changes or subscription questions or problems, e-mail 


subscription @ sportingnews.com. For delivery questions or problems, e-mail delivery @sportingnews.com. 
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% SportingNews.com - Your expert source for Football, Baseball, Basketball, Hockey and|more 
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/BASEBALL/ 


Pennant fever 


The playoffs roll into the League Champion- 
ship Series, and our experts will have plenty to 
say every day as big story lines develop. Go to: 

i eball. 


/COLLEGE BASKETBALL/ 


Almost time for tipoff 


‘The start of the season is less than a month 
away, and we've already started rolling out 
previews of the top 25 teams. Find out if your 


team is on the A-list at sportingnews.com/ 
cbasketball. 

/NHL/ 

Quick hits to knowledge 


Need to catch up on everything in the league? 
Check out our conference notebooks, chock- 


full of juicy insight, at sportingnews.com/nhl. 


fr /MEMBERS/ 


Five-star profile 
Member name: joelair 

Member since: August 2000 

Hometown: Denver 

Favorite teams: Rockies, Broncos, Nuggets, 
Avalanche, Colorado State, Colorado, Jimmie 
Johnson 

Least favorite teams: Chiefs, Lakers, Red 
Wings, Texas, Nebraska 

Fantasy status: Top 5 percent baseball and 
football, top 10 percent basketball and hockey. 

On the Rockies making the playoffs: “It has 
been 12 long years since the Rockies have given 
fans something to cheer about past May,” 

On the NFL: “God. Family. Football? 

On Spygate: “Put an asterisk next to the 
Patriots’ championships. I knew it was too good 
to be true! (wink)” 

On college football: “Once they establish a 
reasonable playoff, it will be as good as the NFL 
in January.’ 


Have what it takes to be a five-star member? 
Join our free community at members, 
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Get a full dose of sports attitude and big 
interviews on The Arnie Spanier Show, 
weekdays from 7-10 p.m. ET. 
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watching the NFL the way the NFL does 
‘ Samsung is the official HDTV of the NFL three years running and is now 
} their #1 HDTV pick for in-stadium coaches’ booths. And since all games 
iI 


are being broadcast in HD, there's no better time to get a Samsung HDTV. 
The NFL and Samsung. The decision is clear. For more information, visit 


samsung.com/nfl ie | 


NFL PLAYERS OFFIGIAL HDTV OF THE NFL 


News that the Knicks would be held liable in 
the sexual harassment suit brought by former 
executive Anucha Browne Sanders against coach 
and team president Isiah Thomas created a pub- 
lic stir last week, but in many corners of the NBA, 
it elicited little more than a shrug. “It was a matter 
of time before something like this happened,’ 
says one NBA general manager. “Most guys have 
been brought up, since elementary school, in 
locker rooms. It’s hard to keep that locker room 
mentality from mixing with the front office?” 

Actually, in sports, it’s almost impossible. Play- 
ers and coaches—primarily young, famous males 
who, as the G.M. notes, are given to a “locker 
room mentality’—have direct contact with team 
employees, who are increasingly female. The 
Womens Sports Foundation points out that in 
the 2005-06 season, 41 percent of professional 
positions in the NBA were held by women. 

That doesn’t mean every front office is a den of 
iniquity, but it does set up the potential for law- 
suits like Browne Sanders’ 
and the kind of problematic 
situation described by Knicks 
employee Kathleen Decker. 
She testified in the Thomas 
trial that she had sex with 
married point guard Stephon 
Marbury outside of a strip 
club. Decker was a 24-year- 
old intern at the time and 
was hired by the team shortly 
thereafter. Decker may have 
been qualified to work for 
the team, but how could 
other female interns not be 
left with the impression that 
sex with a player leads to a 
permanent job? ‘ 


» ‘Sanders 
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INSTANT EXPERT 


THE MAIN EVENT 


Sex in the front office 


—wen 


N 0. 6-s eded Cats | i 
-coach, | 


The Browne Sanders suit will cost the Knicks 
$11.6 million in punitive damages awarded by 
the jury and will cost more in compensatory 
damages that will be determined by the judge in 
the case. But the suit—because it was a civil, not 
criminal, proceeding—will bring no direct pen- 
alty from the league office. 


hefty but not so much to force an overhaul in 
how teams conduct business. Thomas still has his 
job, and the only damage he suffered was to his 
reputation. Marbury faces no discipline, either. If 
the best the league can do is offer seminars, not 
much will be accomplished. The opportunity for 

Stern to mend a problem 


The league reportedly is The only way to force will be squandered. 

considering instituting a The only way to force 
mandatory seminar for teams to change the Way teams to change the way 
employees of its teams. they operate, it seems, they operate, it seems, is for 
Commissioner David Stern _ jg for fans to hit them fans to hit them on the bot- 


told reporters, “I can assure 
the public that sexual 
harassment is not accept- 
able in the NBA workplace, and I’m putting this 
subject on the agenda for the board of governors 
meeting.” 

But the league's reaction has been weak. The 
sum the Knicks will be forced to pay (depending 
on an appeal, which is unlikely to succeed) is 


The baby-f -faced assassin (of basketball jobs) 


i “The Knicks have vowed t not to fire Isiah Thomas in nthe wake 0 enema Browne 
awst pte lucky for him because there's lit 
- that ne geta other ob in the the NBA. 
president, 


“int Lea ee 
t the franchise in shambles after a 
; Ba ae 


jiled attem to buy the team. 
ciation, 


Basketball As 


bankrupt ithin two years, 


n 2003 (the Pacers \ were the No. 3 seed). : 


ae. 


on the bottom line. 


tle chance, given his resume, 
Thomas reese Araf choices b but / 
8-2000. 1 trons sold CBA 2 \ 


.. Thomas’ Pacers under aii with: 131-115 
-win a playoff round; the team's setbacks inclded 


nicks, 2003-present. Thomas t 5 took over a foundering 

~ franchise with an unmanageable payroll and has turned i it ‘into a foundering franchise 
with nan unmanageable payroll and the stain of a sexual harassment vr 

: ks are 118-1 oe underThomas’ management. o 


tom line, ‘That's the most 
important aspect to watch in 
the coming months—will 
the Browne Sanders.suit hurt the Knicks at the 
box office? Already, the team is facing picketing 
from women’s groups. Thomas’ assertion, from 
his taped deposition, that black men can call black 
women by derogatory names but white men can't, 
is sure to alienate many black and white ticket 
buyers at’ Madison Square 
Garden. Activist Al Sharpton 
has called on Thomas to 
explain himself; “We cannot 
have different standards for 
racism and sexism,’ he said. 
If enough fans are put off 
by the perception of racism 


‘ foee nee tants pf omised to eventually leverage his N BA contacts into a 1 full " and sexism hovering around 
‘minor le pale sea te league. Instead, ‘the lenge had h had | deem business. the Knicks, the team will have 


to react. That could mark a 
beginning for the NBA—and, 
perhaps, all major sports 
leagues—one in which front 
offices become more profes- 
sional and the locker room 
mentality is left in the locker 
ro! room. —Sean Deveney 
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Thomas is drawing 
scrutiny—yet 
again—for his 

conduct in a front 

office role. 


‘Regretful’ Steinbrenner fears he hurt Torre's feelings >> Playoff sweeps way more exciting than NFL >> A-Rod good as gone; Jeter will be slugger's best friend if he can go, too 
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K THE SPOTLIGHT: QUICK CLICKS 
MIDNIGHT MADNESS 

5 New and 
Practice makes for improved 


.». Not much 


We know you can't wait to get to college basketball season. 
We know this because many of you will attend “Madness” 
practices Friday—though the experience almost always is a 
colossal bore. 

During the 15 or 20 minutes of actual basketball, coaches 
pray their players don't get injured and players fret about the 
suicides they'll run when real practice starts the next morning. 

It makes sense, though, to get on the court as soon as per- 
mitted: The regular season is coming early this year. There 
will be games November 5 in the 2K Sports College Hoops 
Classic (4 p.m. in Memphis, Richmond vs. Maine, be there!). 

That doesn't allow much time to forget what you knew 
about last season (Florida, dominant freshmen Kevin Durant 
and Greg Oden) and learn what you need to know about this 
season (UCLA is our No: 1, but not everybody's; the Bruins’ 
Kevin Love leads another stellar crop of freshmen). 

If you choose to buy the’Sporrine News college basketball 
yearbook and spend Friday night studying up, we'll under- 
stand. —Mike DeCourcy 


The NHL is busting out more 
than just new Reebok jerseys for 
the 2007-08 season, NHL.com 
was relaunched last week with a 
new design, a real-time 
scoreboard on the home page 
and a huge focus on video 
interaction for fans. The site has 
all the behind-the-scenes access 
you could want, without the 
stench of game-used hockey 
equipment. It’s a win-win 
situation. —Ryan Fagan 


They're 
too sexy 


There’s nothing 
quite so trivial as 
celebrity spotting at playoff 
baseball games. Except maybe 
voting on the’ sexiest fan alive in 
a contest set up by People and 
Major League Baseball. Throw on 
those shades and saunter over to 
peoplesexiestfan.sec- 
ondthought.com. Look at the 
pictures and read the profiles, 
then cast your vote before 
October 26. The winner gets a trip 
to the 2008 World Series, where 
they'll be admired by less-beauti- 
ful fans everywhere. —R.F. 


but his Bruins are No. 1 on our charts. 


6 NUMBER THAT COUNTS, 

The record attendance at major league baseball games this 
season—a 4.5 percent increase over the 2006 total and the fourth 
consecutive year the record has been broken. Eight teams set 


franchise records, including the Tigers, who drew more than 3 million 
fans for the first time in the team’s 107-year history. 


TECH SUPPORT 


The perfect 
package 


Who's a bigger fan than you of good 
ol’ State U? No one, of course. But 
does your Facebook page include 

‘highlights of your dear alma mater? 

Now it can. Veoh Network (veoh. 
com/channels/ncaafootball) has 
developed a site that allows fans—like 
you in Section 101, Row KK-to build 
your own custom highlight reel. What 
Boise State fan wouldn’t want the 
Statue of Liberty play from last year’s 
Fiesta Bowl? And any Texas fan with 
orange blood running through his veins 
is going to want to e-mail his buddies a 


LIFESTYLES 
And you thought marriage took actual work 


Her: “I hate you!” 
Him: “Wanna go to the ballgame?” 
Her: “Yes! Oh, Frank. Yes!!” 
According to a study conducted by University of Den- 


have a team. Markman says the divorce rate in Denver 
dropped 20 percent from 1990—the year before the city 
got a team—to 2000 and that the rate has dropped simi- 
larly in Phoenix, Miami and Tampa. When love is lag- 


highlight package that includes Vince 
Young's TD scamper that clinched the 
2005 national title in the Rose Bowl. 
—lom Dienhart 


ver psychology professor Howard Markman (loveyour- 
relationship.com), cities with major league baseball 
teams have a substantially lower divorce rate than cities 
that want MLB (Buffalo, Indianapolis et al.) but don't 
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IT BEARS REPEATING 


‘A lot of the things 
} |. would have never done.’ 


ee 
ely ‘a 30-point und | 


-*< 


yy ~~ a 
cane eae arti i, 


ging, he says, “Head for your nearest ballpark,’ where 
couples can have fun together and talk as friends. 

As long as Frank gets to stay to the last pitch, that 
is. —Steve Greenberg 


Kobe does 


—Michael Jordan jn the October issue of GQ 


eas0m may begi 
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FROM TOP: PAUL NISELY / SN; BOB LEVERONE / SN; BOB LEVERONE / SN; JAY DROWNS / SN 


INTL 


After 80 years on 
this earth, JoePa has 
seen it all. 


a => 


A 
THIS | GOTTA SEE si:incs:cer wr 


SUN 14 


Patriots at Cowboys (4:15 p.m., 
CBS). Watch Randy Moss 
and Terrell Owens try to out- 
score each other. Watch Tom 
Brady and Tony Romo try to 
out-MVP each other. Watch 
West Coast fans who are stuck 
with the other CBS game— 
Raiders at Chargers—try to 
out-U-Haul each other. 


SAT 13 Wisconsin at Penn State (3:30 p.m., ABC). Boy, this one sure 
looks too close to call. I guess if I had to pick one team over the other, Id 
go with the Nittany Lions based on Joe Paterno’ 43-year edge over Badgers 
coach Bret Bielema in experience as a human being. 


MON 15 Giants at Falcons (8:30 p.m., ESPN). Any night when either Eli 
Manning or Joey Harrington is guaranteed to win is a special night—albeit, 
potentially, in a crushingly boring sort of way. 


TUE 16 Thrashers at Flyers 


(7 p.m., Versus). Last we saw Kari 
Lehtonen, he was riding the pine 
as the Southeast Division champs 
got jacked up in the first round of 
the playoffs. And if you have to ask 
which team Lehtonen plays for, 
well, you need more than a geogra- 
phy lesson, bub. 


WED 17 Cavaliers vs. Magic 
(8 a.m. and 8 p.m., ESPN2). I don't 
know what your schedule looks 
like, but the world can agree on this 
much: Morning or night, Zydrunas 
Ilgauskas and the Zydrunaires are must-see TV. 


Will Lehtonen be put on ice? 


THU 18 south Florida at Rutgers (7:30 p.m., ESPN). The hard-charging 
Bulls are a great story, but those who are calling them the best team in the state 
of Florida are simply out of line. I mean, what are the Buccaneers, chopped 
liver? —Steve Greenberg 


erreurs Ben Mauk is 


COMING AT YOU 


" the Genter 2 issue 


a big reason 
Cincinnati is off 
to its best start 
since 1954, 


Gimme five. six weeks of college football are 
behind us, and it’s time to take five—as in a 5-minute 
break at the halfway point while we sort through all 
the surprises and tell you what they mean. We'll fill you 
in on the five biggest stories to watch the rest of the 
season and celebrate what has happened so far. 

@ OK, all you Wade lovers and Norv haters, this is 
just for you: a 1-32 ranking of the NFU’s head coaches. 


The playoffs. 
Two things are 
abundantly 
clear: 1) Pitching still 
beats hitting, and 
2) Craig Sager still 
needs a full-length 
mirror. 


The Bengals. 

Coach Marvin 

Lewis says his 
players are selfish, 
so he spent the bye 
week trying to instill a 
new mindset: “There's 
no ‘I’ in ‘team’ or 
‘under arrest.” 


Dario 

Franchitti. He 

becomes the 
NASCAR Cup series’ 
first full-time driver 
from Europe. But stay 
calm, fans. He has 
credentials. He’s the 
defending Indy 500 
winner, and, because 
he lives in Kentucky, 
cooks a mean cog au 
Jim Beam. 


The NHL. | 

have to admit 

that the regular 
season snuck up on 
me. Here | am caught 
fresh out of Barry 
Melrose hair jokes. 


Walt Jocketty. 
4 Last October, 

the Cardinals’ 
general manager was 
a winner, riding high; 
this October, he’s an 
outcast, a pariah. If 
it were a movie you 
wouldn't believe it, 
unless, of course, 
it was called The 
Charlie Weis Story. 
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” Don't ke fooled =syem'adthout the hoaied 
robe, Turner brings dread to his team’s fans. 


POLLING PLACE 


The Cowboys are good ... 
but are they good enough 
to beat the best the AFC 
has to offer? 
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| said it before and I'll 

say it again: Norv Turner 
is the Grim Reaper of 9 
the N FL. —Irishone via SportingNews.com 


BB Very nice article on Terry Francona (SN, Octo- 
ber 1). Even as a rabid Yankees fan, I can appreciate 
that Terry's a really good guy. I just hope his team 
loses, that's all. —NanjemoyEd via SportingNews.com 


@ Francona is a good manager. You couldn't pay 
me enough to baby-sit Manny Ramirez. —Hippi-Kat 
via SportingNews.com 


i I've been a Penguins fan (SN, October 1) my 
whole life. I truly believe this year’s team could be one 
ofthe most talented Penguins team ever. —piratesnc21 
via SportingNews.com 


[love Gilbert Arenas personality (SN, October 1). 
He just makes you laugh—not to mention, he can 
ball. —mssammie via SportingNews.com 


@ If Isiah Thomas is not fired, then there is some- 
thing severely wrong with James Dolan. Not only 
does Thomas make terrible basketball decisions, he 
makes terrible life decisions and is an embarrassment 
to the NBA. —FighterJets via SportingNews.com 


@ Isiah Thomas has done nothing but leave rubble 
in his wake. The CBA, the Pacers and now the Knicks. 
—RaiderTom74 via SportingNews.com 


§§ I don’ think it was the right choice for the Mets 
to keep Willie Randolph. He is a good manager, but 
he lost this team in September. I don’t think he has the 
personality to get the team back. —snoop0323 via 
SportingNews.com 


RADIOXSTAR 


Real talk from a fan on Sporting News Radio 


5LOG ON 


"RE: THANKS FOR NOTHING — 
Posted by! RU4OU2_ = 
The Mets managed to re 
“the record ‘books on hw 
the enthouse to he 
f _areone amonth, — 
ee st £ 


I fd r q 
‘eu eee: The ihe i , 7 . 
4 _ From: The Rockies ¢ ante 
Phillies “a 
U3 “That was frea ing dienes ' 
able. You. guys t vai know how to 
tho ake. 


“RE:NoT so FAST... 
2 Posted by leeh2003 ? 
_ With all of the talk about the 
Penguins wining he up, it really ‘ 
_Mmakes me mad that no oneis < 
“talking al about the Caps. When did 
the. Penguins suddenly become : 
--hockey's America’s Team? ; f 
The Caps have quietly t ‘become 
a really good team.| compare 
this team to the Rockies es,who 
“beat the Padres inat llin ng a 
. tiebreaker. This is a team th hat 
By ewe se ie: ‘ 
relatively young. They have! 
“experience where the ey need it on 4 
p defense. and between the pipes. | 


=f -RE: GET REAL i 
Posted by ecton yA 
‘a Some ne Saye an ut ; 


' were going | Saleen, , , 
Here's a hint: Ateam that has a d, 
quarterback named Smelley and 

a punter named Succop is — 
doomed to disappointment. 


‘There really isn’t a better NFC team than the Cowboys. With Tony Romo 
playing the way he is and with guys like Terrell Owens around him, the 
Cowboys will easily return to the Super Bowl and their rightful role as 
America’s Team.’ —Hank in Dallas on the Tony Bruno Show 


ALBERT DICKSON / SN 


Not that you would, but you could. by 


Let the splurging begin. Win a $50,000 chases spree on ebay y, 
and get what you really want at shopvictoriously.ebay. com. 
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Sports talk 
with Alyssa Milano 


Actress, Dodgers season-ticket holder and 
playoff correspondent for TBS’ Hot Corner 
on MLB.com 


SN: This Hot Corner gig seems right up your 
alley. 

MILANO: I’m very excited. My whole philos- 
ophy is going into this as the fan with the ulti- 
mate access, to sort of be the voice of the base- 
ball fan and have fun with it. 

SN: If Alyssa Milano were the commissioner 
for one week, what would she do? 

MILANO: Good question. I think the first 
thing I would do would be to apologize for the 
steroid era. Nobody's actually come forward 


Alyssa Milano on... 


.. baseball 

“Like any good relationship, baseball 
taught me about myself and the world, As 
a teenager, I’d go to games whenever my 
schedule allowed. If | couldn't physically 
be there, | listened on the radio. Vin 
Scully's voice is as soothing to me as my 
own father's” 


... Dodgers manager Grady Little 

“With his constant shifting, he got a 
divided clubhouse with a ‘may the best 
man win’ attitude. | have heard many times 
that Grady is a players manager. If this is 
true, then how did he let this clubhouse 
fiasco get so far as to have players slam 
their teammates in the press? And, by the 
way, Jeff Kent: People in glass houses 
shouldn't throw stones.’ 


.». Hall of Fame outfielder Roberto 
Clemente 

“He is my favorite all-time baseball 
player, not only for his baseball talent but 
also because he understood the 
importance of community spirit and giving 
back. He was one of the first athletes to 
use his name and voice to influence good 
in the world and create awareness through 
his compassion.” 


... Barry Bonds breaking Hank 
Aaron's record 

“| sat with my dad and watched a game 
that | could care less about, while a man | 
have no compassion for broke a record in 
the sport | love, and | truly felt nothing. No 
tears of joy. No goose bumps. Not even 
anger. Nothing. At least it’s over.’ 


—Source: alyssa.miblogs.com 
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You heard it here: Milano has a good 
feeling about the Rockies. 
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and said, “Were sorry this happened, and we're 
going to protect the integrity of the sport and 
ensure that it doesn’t happen again in the 
future” 

SN: How about if she were the Dodgers’ gen- 
eral manager? 

MILANO: I would have probably made the 
decision to go with the youth movement at the 
beginning of the season. And I probably would 
have traded for a power batter in the offseason. 
Its been a while since we've had a slugger, and 
that definitely was needed this year. 

SN: What position would you play? 

MILANO: I think I would be a 
shortstop because I’m fast on my 
feet and I have a good arm. But not 
too good. I could never be in the 
outfield. I would need like four 

-t~ cutoff guys if] were an outfielder. 
€ SN: There are a couple of guys 
like that in the majors now, aren't 


MILANO: Yep, there are. And 
some of them are on the Dodgers. 

SN: In baseball right now, whos 
the boss? 

MILANO: Whos the boss in 
baseball right now? Probably 
A-Rod. 

SN: You make any predictions 
on the World Series yet? 

MILANO: The great thing about 
baseball is you never know what's 
going to happen, so I never really 
make predictions, but the Rockies 
do kind of remind me of the Mar- 
lins in 2003. —Ryan Fagan 


TBS makes 
the playoffs 


After 30 years of 
broadcasting only Braves 
games, TBS made the 
jump this year to the 
postseason—and what a 
jump it was. For the first 
time, the entire first round 
was on cable (TBS aired 
all of the games); the 
network also is airing the 
NLCS. The new kids’ World 
Series predictions: 


Announcer 


David Aldridge 


Chip Caray 


[ware Fen [Indians | 


Tony Gwynn 


Upon further 
review ... The World 
Series went seven 
games in 2002. The 
information was 
incorrect in the 
October 1 issue. 

@ Jeff Burton 
finished fifth at 
Kansas Speedway in 
2006. The informa- 
tion was incorrect in 
the October 8 issue. 


World Series 
winner 


FROM TOP: KYLE CHRISTY / TURNER BROADCASTING; MATT ROURKE / AP 
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Back in session 


When their vacation ends, NBA players like 
to have a little fun on their first day back 


Shaquille O’Neal likes 
to take a bite out 

of crime during 

his off-time—and 
apparently a bite out 
of basketballs, too. 


Sacramento’s 
Spencer Hawes 
gets brought 
down to size, 
Portland’s Greg 
Oden shows off 
his crutches ... 
and Miami’s 
Udonis Haslem? 
He’s just a little 
wide-eyed 
about it all. Mavs center 
DeSagana Diop 
is expecting 
big things this 
season— 
though not 
quite the same 
thing as a 
Dallas-area 
reporter. 


CLOCKWISE FROM TOP RIGHT: J. PAT CARTER / AP; LM OTERO / AP; J. PAT CARTER / AP; RICK BOWMER / AP; RICH PEDRONCELLI / AP 
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Red River Revelry 


One Saturday every 
October, Texas and 
Oklahoma put on their 
burnt orange and crimson 
best and play a football 
game that is so big it 
just has to be in Big D 

By Bob Hille 
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Sure, all of these fans are screaming, ‘Hook ’em,’ but the other side of the Cotton Bowl is all about ‘Boomer Sooner’. 


. 10/15/07 


he Sooner Schooner has made its way 
back north to Norman. Big Bertha, the 
Longhorns’ Texas-sized bass drum, has 
been hauled back to Austin. And you, my 
friend, have missed another chance to 
witness in person the greatest neutral-site rival- 
ry—not to mention revelry—in college football. 
Each October in Dallas, Texas-OU (or OU- 
Texas, depending on your preferred side of the 
Red River Rivalry) perfectly splits the Cotton 
Bowl, roughly 76,000 too-narrow seats, along 
burnt orange and crimson lines. Choose your 
tickets wisely (and not because they were going 
for up to $2,200 a pop online last week). 
For 78 years, this is where college football has 


shown its personality with both teams’ fans acting 
as if they own the place. Florida-Georgia in Jack- 
sonville comes close. Army-Navy stirs the soul. 
But with summer's heat retreating and the State 
Fair of Texas as the backdrop, there is no better 
place to witness the spectacle that makes the col- 
lege game what it is, which is to say better than the 
pro game by multiples of 10. 

True, the Cotton Bowl has seen its better days, 
but once a year in October it sees no better day. 
Look past the cramped, outdated restrooms and 
look around the 20 upper-deck support pillars 
that obstruct your view. You want lux boxes and 
fat-cat alums or you want history—made by the 
likes of Jerry Tubbs and Billy Sims, Earl Campbell 


y 
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and Tommy Nobis—oozing 
from every rusty rivet? 

This is where college foot- 
ball fans belong. Arrive early, 
grab a corny dog (mustard 
only, please) and devour it 
along with the sights and 
sounds of Fair Park, where 
fresh-faced Future Farmers 
and well-lubed frat boys rub 
elbows. This is a game, an 
event that is larger than life; 
hell, its larger than Big Tex, 
who greets visitors to the 
State Fair with his booming, 
“Howdy, folks!” 

Come to Dallas like thou- 
sands of Sooners fans and 
prowl downtown, recalling the 
good old days, like three years 
ago, when Oklahoma was rid- 
ing a five-game winning streak. 
The jewel of that run was a 


65-13 blowout that will forevermore be the Soon- 
ers high point in the series, In fact, after successive 


Big Tex serves up 52 feet of ‘Howdy, 
folks’ to anyone who cares to listen. 


Let’s make it a weekend 


Sure, you could jet into Big D on game day, cab to the Cotton Bowl, catch the game and then 
blow town that night. But, c’mon, that’s not a Trip of a Lifetime, that’s a business trip with a 
football lunch. So get to town at least a day early and follow this 
sports itinerary created by your concierge*. 

@ Fall and football go together like Texas and, well, football, so 
start with a Friday night game in nearby Southlake, where Carroll High 
has won three consecutive state 5A titles. The Dragons are having a 
down season in 2007, which is to say they've lost a game (29-21 to 
Florida power Miami Northwestern, snapping a 49-game winning 
streak).Get a taste of what everyone is talking about when they say 
“Texas high school football.” southlakefootball.com. 

@ Check out the Texas Black Sports Hall of Fame, which is part of 
the African American Museum in Fair Park, where the Cotton Bowl is 
located. The Hall is a photo exhibit but eventually will include 
memento-filled displays about more than 150 enshrinees, including 
Ernie Banks, Elvin Hayes, Nolan Richardson and Thomas “Hollywood” 


Henderson. aamdallas.org 


@ Because you'll be seeing the Cowboys’ original home, the 
Cotton Bowl, on Saturday, you should tour their current hole-in-the- 
roof home, Texas Stadium in Irving (dallascowboys.com/stadium_ 
tours.cfm), then hop southwest to Arlington to check out the team’s 
new retractable-roof palace, scheduled to open in 2009. 


*Concierge disclaimer: Early October in Dallas means “too early for 
the Mavs’ and Stars’ regular seasons” and “too late for the Rangers” 
(until they reach the playoffs again—and God only knows when that 


will be). 


Wrangler Real. Comfortable. Jeans. 


losses in 2005 and 2006, 
Oklahoma put its spin on 
the series in this year's 
media guide: “OU has 
won five of the last seven 
by a combined score of 
211-127? A 4H-er over in 
the Swine Barn couldn't 
groom a two-game losing 
streak better. 

Texas-OU/OU-Texas, 
you see, is all in perspec- 
tive from which you view 
it. If you're north, looking 
south, the world is infested 
with Texas Exes. Looking 
north, from down south, 
there's a simple reason the 
wind blows in Texas, and 
it has to do with Okla- 
homa. 

Final score: Oklahoma 
28, Texas 21. Final analy- 


sis: If you're a college football fan, you've got to get 
to Big D to see what the big deal is. SN 


What is Texas high school football all about? 
Let Carroll High be your guide. 


Pack your appetite 
because Sonny Bryan’s, 
here we come. 


Ba - 


How to have an 
artery-clogging 
good time 


When in Texas, eat like a Texan ... 
just remember to pack your Lipitor. 
Worship at the altar of the Holy Trinity of 
Lone Star cuisine: barbecue, Tex-Mex 
and chicken-fried most anything (but 
probably steak). 

Sonny Bryan’s Smokehouse, 2202 
Inwood, Dallas. You've got to do the 
original place on Inwood that serves 
lunch only and is proof, the Dallas 
Observer writes, “that part of barbecue 
is the shack.” Get there early because 
once that day’s brisket, ribs and more 
are gone, the joint closes for the day. 


sonnybryans.com 
Joe T. Garcia’s Mexican 


Restaurant, 2201 N. 
Commerce, Fort Worth. Joe 
Ts is a Metroplex institution 
worth the drive. This is 
cash-only Tex-Mex; you 
choose between the Family 
Style Dinner (enchiladas 
are the star) or the fajitas 
(beef or chicken). 
joets.com 

Tillman’s Roadhouse, 
324 W. 7th, Dallas. Word 
on the street is it's your 
lucky day when the chicken- 
fried steak and cream gravy 
is the daily special at this 
former bowling alley. 
tillmansroadhouse.com 


A 


Wrangler Real. Comfortable. Jeans. 


10/15/07 . SPORTING NEWS. 13 


88  QEE—E 


~ MLB PLAYOFFS 


The playo started with a trio of three-and-outs: 


bandwagons kept picking up believers, and the Red Sox 
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The Diamondbacks’ 
Jose Valverde screamed 
to the heavens, 

the Red Sox’s 

David Ortiz got soaked 
to the bone and the 
Rockies jumped for joy. 
Only the Indians and 
Yankees played more 
than the minimum 

in the opening round 

of the postseason. 


AP; JACK DEMPSEY / AP 


The Rockies’ and Diamondbacks’ 
dusted off the Angels in no time at all. 


FROM LEFT: CHARLES REX ARBOGAST / AP; CHRIS CARLSON / 
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n Octobers past, by the time the local barista 

was pouring pumpkin lattes, Clint Hurdle 

had packed away his baseball job for the sea- 

son. His “Starbucks Saturdays” with 5-year- 

old Madi were a little one-on-one time for 
father and daughter. Not so in 2007. 

Oh, when he’s home on the weekends he still 
takes Madi to her favorite coffee shop, but most 
days he’s getting caffeinated with his “other” kids, 
the seemingly unbeatable Rockies. And telling 
and retelling the story ofa team that has gone from 
postseason afterthought (the Rockies were told by 
MLB not to bother printing playoff tickets) to 
hard-charging stretch runner to the nearly invin- 
cible darling of Denver, playing the Diamondbacks 
in the NLCS. 

Welcome, grande mochachino-sipping band- 
wagon-jumpers. Rocktober has been brewing for 
several years. 

Win 17 out of 18 and not only does your town 
take notice but folks outside your region—espe- 
cially fans of long-suffering teams (the Rockies 
entered the season with six consecutive losing 


Tulowitzki’s five tools have taken the Rockies 
to new heights and deep into the playoffs. 


Caution: 
EXTREMELY 


The home-grown Rockies 
blew away the Phillies— 
that's 17 wins in 18 games— 
and continue to give a jolt 

to all of baseball By Bob Hille 


seasons)—begin to ask: Can we have what they're 
drinking? 

“We've been trying; general manager Dan 
O'Dowd says, “to build this team for years.’ Not 
only that, but they've been trying in several differ- 
ent ways. Big spending, then penny-pinching. 
Bomb-and-gouge offense, then pitching and 
defense. 

Look, then, at the starting nine the Rockies 
threw at the Phillies in Game 3 to see that O’Dowd 
& Co. have gone with the house blend. Seven 
climbed through the organization: shortstop Troy 
Tulowitzki, left fielder Matt Holliday, first base- 
man Todd Helton, third baseman Garrett Atkins, 
right fielder Brad Hawpe, center fielder Ryan 
Spilborghs and pitcher Ubaldo Jimenez. The other 
two, second baseman Kaz Matsui and catcher 
Yorvit Torrealba, were deemed expendable by 
their previous teams. 

Helton is the veteran leader. “Todd is our rock,” 
says Game 3's pinch-hitting hero, Jeff Baker. 
Tulowitzki is a five-tool future All-Star who solid- 
ified the defense into the majors’ best. Holliday? 
Merely an MVP candidate who led the N.L. in hit- 
ting and RBIs. Atkins and Hawpe are power hit- 


WILL POWERS / AP 
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ters who produce runs in 
bunches. All were drafted and 
raised by the Rockies. 

With a couple of notable hic- 
cups born of impatience (two 
words: Mike Hampton), the 
Rockies committed—financially 
and _philosophically—to strong 
scouting and player develop- 
ment. Then they began trolling 
Latin America for hidden gems 
such as Jimenez (Dominican 
Republic), fellow rookie starter 
Franklin Morales (Venezuela) 
and closer Manny Corpas (Pan- 
ama). 

Morales, a 21-year-old lefty, is 
described as “Jeff Francis with bet- 
ter stuff which considering Fran- 
cis tied the franchise record for 
wins (17) is high praise. The word 
most often associated with Jime- 
nez, 23, is electric, a description 
that fits an upper-90s fastball and 
yet speaks to his unbridled enjoy- 
ment of the game. Corpas, 24, 
closed out the sweep of Philly, the 
signature victory in franchise his- 
tory—so far, Jimenez says. “When 
youre a little kid, you always dream to get to the big 
leagues and then make it to the playoffs,’ he says. 
“And then to go to the next step, to the World Series.” 

A half-inning before Corpas' third save in the 
LDS, Baker had put the Rockies ahead with the 
third of three straight 2-out singles (really, by the 
17th win in 18 games that shouldn't surprise you). 
The game- and series-winning hit gave Baker, 
another drafted-and-reared Rockie, the opportu- 
nity to talk about player development from the 
players’ point of view: “It’s a system where, day in 
and day out, guys are pulling for each other. 
(Weve) been on buses with these guys day in and 
day out, going from rookie ball, and to see us play- 
ing this well, I can’t tell you how exciting and grat- 
ifying it is” 

Not to mention exciting and gratifying to the 
customers at the local java joint. “I get a lot of high- 
fives; Hurdle says of recent Starbucks Saturdays. 
And considering where this team has been and 
where it's going, he’s OK with that. “No band- 
wagon is too big” SN 


With live analysis on all of the key pitches 
and big swings from every League Champion- 
ship Series matchup, sportingnews.com is 
your top postgame stop. 
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Riddlesnakes 


How the Diamondbacks keep winning is a mystery, but 
they're one step from the World Series By Sean Deveney 


ith due respect to the Rockies, the 

NLCS opponent for the Diamond- 

backs, no team in this postseason has 

woven a more baffling tale than the 

youngsters from Arizona, a group that 
has confounded fans, prognosticators and Vegas 
bookmakers alike and somehow still has a shot at 
the World Series. 

The Diamondbacks like to spout the usual pap 
that only the fellas in their locker room ever truly 
believed they could reach this point, but first base- 
man Tony Clark—the guy teammates call Big 
Daddy, for his age (35) and penchant for fatherly 
advice—offered the most honest assessment of his 
club. “To get this far with this many young guys, 
that is something that I understand is hard to 
believe,’ Clark said, holding two cans of beer in the 
celebratory visiting locker room after the Dia- 
mondbacks swept the Cubs. 

In vino veritas, perhaps. The Diamondbacks are 
still playing in mid-October, even though they 


defy just about every nugget of wisdom offered by 
baseball conventions. Their lineup for Game 3 had 
an average age of 25.5. They hit .250 in the regular 
season, worst in the N.L. They don't have a .300- 
hitting regular, and their leading RBI guy, out- 
fielder Eric Byrnes, finished with just 83. Even 
baseball’s newfangled mathematicians are per- 
plexed. They frown at Arizona's .734 on-base plus 
slugging percentages, 24th in baseball. They find 
that, based on season stats, the Diamondbacks 
should have gone 79-83. Yet they had the N.L's 
best winning percentage. 

“I wouldn't spend too much time trying to 
explain it? Byrnes says. “You have to watch us play 
every day to understand. The numbers might not 
look great, but we find a way to get the job done.” 

They made the job look easy against the Cubs, a 
veteran slugging team that entered the postseason on 
a September hot streak. But Diamondbacks ace 
Brandon Webb set the tone for the series in Game 1, 
using his devastating sinker to send Chicago thump- 


MARK J. REBILAS / US PRESSWIRE 


Game 1, third baseman Mark Reynolds, who 
began the year at Class AA Mobile, hit the go- 
ahead home run. In Game 2, outfielder Chris 
Young provided a 3-run homer that erased a 
2-0 deficit. Young, remember, is one of the 
least-liked leadoff men in baseball-math cir- 
cles, a top-of-the-order guy who hit just .237 
and struck out 14] times. He also gave the Dia- 
mondbacks a lead they did not relinquish in 
Game 3, when he knocked the first pitch of the 
game into the left field seats. 

But second-year shortstop Stephen Drew 
was the most consistent offensive star against 
the Cubs. He entered the season with consider- 
able fanfare, having hit .316 in 59 games last 
year. But he hit just .242 in the first half, then 
struggled even more—he hit .232 in the second 
half. “Tt was like nothing was working for a 
while there,’ Drew says. “It was frustrating. Id 
get so mad at the ball” 

Well, Drew took out a year’s worth of frustra- 
tion against the Cubs, hitting .500 with two 
home runs in the series. That, Diamondbacks 
fans had to be saying, is more like it. “What you 
saw here in this series is the type of player 
Stephen Drew is,’ says Diamondbacks manager 
Bob Melvin, “whether it’s offensively, defen- 
sively or running the bases. This guy can do it 
all, and it showed up at the right time for us.” 

Which, essentially, sums up this Arizona 
team, endowed with the motto, “Anyone, any- 


Young and the Diamondbacks have 
big numbers only where they count 
the most: in the win column. 


ers Alfonso Soriano, Derrek Lee and Aramis 
Ramirez into full-blown slumps. That threesome 
went 1-for-13 with five strikeouts in the opener 
and wound up at .158 for the series. 

A trio of 24-year-old hitters provided Ari- 


time,’ by Big Daddy Clark. 

“We don't always know who it’s going to be, 
but we do know someone’ going to come 
through,” Clark says. “With this team, who 
can figure it out?” 


zona with its most pleasant surprises. In No one, apparently. SN 
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The D-backs will scale the Rockies 


Neither the Rockies nor the Diamondbacks were supposed to make it this far, and their 
presence at this stage signals heady days for a long time in the N.L. West. But in the short term, 
this series will be decided by a handful of matchups. 

THE ACES. Don't expect the Rockies to be befuddled by Brandon Webb's sinker. That's 
because the Rockies have seen Webb six times this season, and they pinned a 5.77 ERA on him. 
Rockies ace Jeff Francis, meanwhile, has faced Arizona three times, going 1-1 with a 2.84 ERA. 
But Webb did beat Francis in a key matchup the last weekend of the regular season, and Webb 
is one of the very best in the game. Edge: Arizona. 

BEYOND THE ACES. Colorado has struggled with Arizona's No. 2 and 3 pitchers. Doug Davis 
posted a 3.18 ERA against the Rockies, and Livan Hernandez pitched better against Colorado NEW C 
(1.54 ERA in five starts) than any other team this year. Behind Francis, the Rockies feature prom- 
ise but plenty of inexperience with Ubaldo Jimenez and Franklin Morales. Edge: Arizona. 

THE ’PENS. The Diamondbacks’ bullpen did not give up a run in the Division Series, while the 
Rockies gave up just two in 11% innings. Both eighth- and ninth-inning combos (Brian Fuentes 
and Manny Corpas for Colorado, and Brandon Lyon and Jose Valverde for Arizona) have been 
nearly unhittable down the stretch. Edge: Even. a ee re 

BIG BATS. The Rockies enter the NLCS having been carried offensively by Kaz Mastui and AUS ita ea ie : 
Yorvit Torrealba. That should frighten the Diamondbacks, because the heart of Colorado's lineup— 

Matt Holliday, Todd Helton and Garrett Atkins—will get rolling soon enough. Holliday (.361) and 
Helton (.375) have done especially well against Arizona pitching this year. Edge: Rockies. 

PREDICTION: Look for Webb to continue his recent hot string and put up a good Game 1 
outing. That should set the tone for the rest of the Diamondbacks’ pitchers, who will limit the 
potent Rockies. Arizona in six. —S.D. 
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The lowdown on A-Rod 


Three games into the ALDS and Alex Rodriguez had to be feeling 
mighty low. All of his numbers were down, and so were all the pitches he 
couldn't put good wood—heck, any wood—on. He struck out four times 
in 10 at-bats and managed just two singles—one of the infield 


variety—and no RBIs. 


C.C. Sabathia and Fausto Carmona threw him some downright 
filthy pitches. But A-Rod also repeatedly swung at pitches out of the 


strike zone. 


The Indians clearly planned to throw him nothing above his knees, and they 
didn’t have to, because A-Rod kept swatting at pitches at his shins. —/V.C. 
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The day before Game 2 of the Division Series 
between the Indians and Yankees, a Japanese 
reporter asked Fausto Carmona about his sinker. 
Carmona uses a translator, and the question in 
broken English didn’t translate into Spanish. The 
reporter never figured out Carmona’ sinker. 

Neither did the Yankees. 

In taking a 2-1 lead over the Yankees in the 
ALDS, several Indians turned in clutch perfor- 
mances. There was Grady Sizemore first making 
a diving catch in center, then scoring the tying 
run in Game 2 by screaming home and squeak- 
ing under Joba Chamberlain when the two of 
them, the ball and the cloud of bugs following 
Chamberlain arrived at the plate at the same 
time after a wild pitch. 

There was Kenny Lofton, toying with Yankees 
pitchers and making a pest of himself like it was 
the mid-1990s all over again. His on-base per- 
centage through three games: .615. 

There was Travis Hafner, living the backyard 
dream: a 2-out, 3-2, bases-loaded walkoff hit in 
front of the home crowd. 

All of that was fun to watch, but the early story 
of the series was Carmona. “A lot of people make 
a lot out of how hard somebody throws,’ says 
Yankees manager Joe Torre, “but the great equal- 
izer is the fact that the ball moves. And he’s got 
movement all over the place?” 

Carmona’ grasp of English may be spotty, but 
his grasp of pitching is spot on. Fausto can be 
translated as luxury, and he gives the Indians just 
that as a second ace to go with lefty CC. 
Sabathia 

Carmona challenges hitters in a way borne of 
the joy of competing. Knowing that, the Yankees 
were aggressive early in the count. But against 
Carmona, aggressiveness can be dangerous 


FAUSTO CARMONA gives the Indians a No. 2 
who pitches like a No. 1 By Matt Crossman 


because his pitches are rarely what they appear 
to be. More important, they are rarely where they 
appear to be. “If you think you see it, you want to 
hit ita long way,’ Torre says. “Usually it’s going to 
wind up on the handle or the end of your bat.” 

Proof; Carmona induced 16 groundouts in 
nine innings. Two of them were double plays, 
bringing to 18 the number of outs by grounders. 
Plus, there was an infield single and an error by 
second baseman Asdrubal Cabrera. By the end 
of the night, the Indians’ outfielders seemed like 
an unnecessary luxury. 

Maybe Carmona understands more than he 
lets on. Asked whether he was nervous, he clearly 
understood the question before it was translated. 
It could be because that question comes up a lot. 
To watch him on the mound is to see a guy so 
combusting with excitement that he might as 
well come complete with a wick and lit match. 

That’s often not a good sign, and there were 
questions about Carmona’ ability to handle a 
big game given how he flamed out as a closer last 
season. But he showed ample mental toughness 
in responding to that failure. Instead of sulking 
after getting sent down last year, Carmona 
worked—and listened. Former teammate 
Roberto Hernandez told Carmona he had more 
than enough talent to make it in the big leagues, 
and Carmona took that to heart. He played win- 
ter ball, worked on his game and ended the regu- 
lar season with 19 wins and a 3.06 ERA—both 
figures ranked second in the A.L.—to put to rest 
any doubts about his future, 

Most of them at least. There was still that ques- 
tion about being nervous, which he answered 
after smiling broadly: “I know its a big game,’ he 
said. “But that doesn’t bother me? 

It sure didnt. SN 


THAT COUNT 


15 Consecutive postseason games in which A-Rod 
has failed to hit a home run, through Game 3 of the ALDS. 


54 Consecutive at-bats in the postseason in which 
A-Rod has not driven in a run. 


a 11 1 A-Rod's postseason batting average over that 
54 at-bat span. 
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Manny talks, 


e 


tye. walk .. 


Ramirez celebrated his return to talking to reporters .. - eis 


About the only place Manny 
Ramirez likes to avoid more than 
the barber's chair is the interview 
room. Too bad. After hitting a 
walkoff homer to win Game 2 of 
the Red Sox-Angels series, he 
agreed to his first interview since 
spring training 2006 and showed 
he can be as brash at the podium 
as he is on a trip around the bases. 

About that winning homer off 
Francisco Rodriguez, Ramirez 
said, “He's one of the greatest clos- 
ers in the game, and I’m one of the 
best hitters in the game. You 
know, he missed his spot and ... 
that’s it” 

On homering after David Ortiz 
had been intentionally walked, 
Ramirez said, “It feels great. I 
haven't been right all year round. 
But I guess when you don't feel 
good and you still get hits, that's 
when you know you are a bad 
man,” 

Bad to the bat, indeed. Ramirez 
enters the ALCS with hits in 22 of 
his past 23 playoff games. He fol- 
lowed his winning blast over the 
Green Monster with a rocket off 


Jered Weaver in Game 3, a shot 
that barely had started its descent 
when it passed the 400-foot mark 
in center. That homer followed 
one by Ortiz, put the Angels in a 
hole they wouldn't come out of 
and allowed Ramirez to tie Bernie 
Williams’ postseason home run 
record (22). 

This was an impressive series 
for someone who sat out most of 
September for the second straight 
season. Last year, a knee injury 
described as “mysterious” had 
Boston privately wondering about 
Ramirez's interest in playing. He 
then missed most of this Septem- 
ber because of a strained left 
oblique. Ramirez smoked balls in 
batting practice but stayed in the 
dugout during games, yet the club 
remained patient even as its lead 
in the A.L. East dwindled.“He 
probably could have come back a 
few games before he did; Red Sox 
general manager Theo Epstein 
says. “But why rush it?” 

Let Ramirez have his time in 
October—at the plate and the 


that or his walkoff homer in Game 2. Both were high theater. podium. —Stan McNeal 


~ most threw well. The most dominating 
performance was turned in by Red 
Sox righthander Josh Beckett, who 


The playoffs are 
loaded with aces retired 19 straight Angels at one 


Any Orioles or Devil Rays fan will point in his 4-hit, complete-game 
tell you there’s not enough quality % shutout. 

pitching to go around, butit would But perhaps the best pitching 

be hard to convince a baseball performance was Diamondbacks 
neophyte that was true after righthander Brandon Webb's. As 
watching the first game of each usual, he relied heavily on his 
Division Series. In every Game 1, a trademark sinker, which might be the 
certifiable ace took the mound. best in the business. Over seven 
Among those eight pitchers, the innings, he allowed Chicago one run 
lowest win total belonged to Phillies 
15-game winner Cole Hamels, who 
probably would have had more had 
he not missed a month late in the 


Webb’s out pitches 


and four hits while striking out nine. 
Cubs center fielder Jacque Jones told 
reporters after the game, “(Webb’s) 
ball was darting and dodging and 
season. The only ERA north of 4.00 » sinking” 


belonged to Rockies 17-game 

winner Jeff Francis, whose home pitch tracker, not one of Webb’s 

park, Coors Field, contributed to strikeouts came on a pitch that 

that mark. { reached 90 mph, and nearly all of 
Not every No. 1 pitched like one the pitches that recorded his 21 outs 

in Game 1; Yankees 19-game were low in the strike zone and/or 

winner Chien-Ming Wang, in away from the center of the plate. 

particular, struggled mightily. But —Kyle Veltrop 


According to MLB.com’s Gameday 
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No meltdowns. 
No turmoil. 
No distractions. 


Immersed in winning 
atmospheres, RANDY MOSS 
and TERRELL OWENS have 
been trouble only for 
opponents this season. 
Can it last? 

By Dennis Dillon 


ere on a covert mission. 
That's why we hired ACME 
Security Co’s finest. They 
have installed hidden cam- 
eras in meeting rooms, lis- 
tening devices in locker rooms and micro- 
chips in laptops and cell phones. Video 
camera operators disguised as photographers 
are patrolling the sidelines. Were looking for 
warning signs—a spew of vitriol, an accusatory 
text message, a frustrated face, anything—that will 
portend trouble for these two football unions: 
Randy Moss and the Patriots. 
Terrell Owens and the Cowboys. 
What talent, money and the craving for a 
championship ring have joined together, let no 
self-centered, self-important, self-promoting 
man put asunder. 
So far, our agents have uncovered little. And 
it’s no wonder. The teams are winning, the play- 
ers are putting up big numbers, and everyone is 
coexisting blissfully. 
But pardon our skepticism if we wonder 
whether these two mavericks will eventually 
obtrude upon the Patriots and Cowboys—SportING 
News’ preseason picks to play in Super Bowl 
42—who will collide in Dallas on Sunday in the 
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biggest game of the season. 

Moss and Owens have compiled similarly con- 
tradictory resumes throughout their NFL careers. 
They are two of the best wide receivers of their era, 
but they have this habit of doing things that dis- 
rupt, discourage and derail their teammates, 
coaches and organizations. 

During his seven seasons with the Vikings, 
Moss squirted an official with a water bottle dur- 
ing a playoff game, pretended to moon Packers 
fans after a touchdown and walked off the field 
before a last-second kickoff in a loss against the 
Redskins. His performance on the field went south 
during two bitter years in Oakland, where last sea- 
son he compiled career lows in catches, receiving 
yards and touchdowns. 

When Owens was in San Francisco and 
Philadelphia, he berated assistant coaches 
and called out his quarterbacks. The 49ers 
fined him, and the Eagles suspended him. 
More controversy marked his first season 
in Dallas last year. He missed 21 practices 
during camp with a hamstring injury, fell 
asleep in team meetings and caused a news 
stir of CNN proportions when he was rushed 
to the hospital after an alleged suicide attempt 
that later was ruled to be an allergic reaction to 
painkillers and supplements. 

So, now we should believe Moss and Owens 
can reverse gears and help drive the Patriots and 
Cowboys to the playoffs instead of driving them to 
distraction? 

Solomon Wilcots, a former NFL defensive back 
who now is an analyst for CBS, has a theory about 
these apparent metamorphoses. He says most 
NEL players go through an evolution. When they 
first come into the league, they are driven by indi- 
vidual goals, such as big contracts, Pro Bowl selec- 
tions and making names for themselves. “Then, 
sooner or later, they get to a point in their careers 
where they say, ‘I want a ring. I want to be a cham- 
pion; ” says Wilcots. “Then a lot of what they do 
becomes motivated by what the team does as 
opposed to when they were motivated by how well 
they did? 

Moss, 30, and in his 10th season, has played in 
two NFC championship games. Owens, 33, and 
in his 12th season, has played in one Super Bowl 


Take it from Champ: 
They’re both big trouble. 


Denver's Champ Bailey, the best cornerback in 
the NFL, regards Randy Moss and Terrell Owens as_ 
two of the top six wide receivers he has covered—a 
group that includes Steve Smith, Chad Johnson, 
Marvin Harrisonand Andre Johnson. We asked 
Bailey to break down Moss and Owens. 


Speed/quickness 


“He really doesn’t 
run fast until he has to. 


“When he gets the 
ball, that’s when you 


That's what's scary,’ really see his speed and 
quickness.’ 
2 2 
‘eyes. Route running 

“He has a great feel “He's explosive out of 
for the game, and | his cuts. He doesn’t 
think he understands —_ slow down. Everything is 
defenses better than full speed?” 
anybody,’ 


eas Catching the ball 


“His hands are great. “You can’t make 
He can adjust his body §} some of the catches he 
and move in space. And § makes without good 
when he’s in the air, it's § hands’ 
amazing” 

e 
Running after the catch ert 

“He’s like a running 
back when he has the 
ball. He’s a guy you 
really don’t want to 
have to tackle in the 
open field.” 


we" Breaking press coverage «er 


“When he has room, 
he can definitely make 
you miss. He has a nice 
stiff-arm, too.” 


“He can definitely get “He just uses straight 
off the jam. When you're § power. He takes one 
_ up on him, you can’t step and, boom, he’s 
see the ball; you can’t § gone” 
see anything.” se 
Blockin Lior 
: g wens 
’ “He's strong: When it 
comes to blocking, he’s 
like a tight end” 


“He definitely hasn’t 
been known to block 
very well, but he can do 
it when he wants to.” 
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but was on the losing team. This year, both players 
are with teams that have the potential to capture 
the big prize. 

So, for now, the two players are checking their 
egos at their locker room doors. 

Why it's working 

New England is the perfect place for Moss. 
Winning and team are code words for the Patriots, 
like honor and commitment are for the Marines. 
“With the Patriots, everything is geared around 
winning—every decision, every thought—and 
that’s what Randy Moss has wanted his whole ca- 
reer, says George Kokinis, the Ravens’ director 
of pro personnel. 

Moss is with a team that recently won three 
Super Bowls in a four-year span. He is being 
pushed by a coach, Bill Belichick, who knows how 
to bring out the best in his players. And he is play- 
ing with a quarterback, Tom Brady, he trusts and, 
more important, respects. 

It wasn't a coinci- 
dence Moss _ was 
given a locker next 
to Brady. The two 
quickly formed a 
bond that has car- 
ried over not only 
into games but to 
other places cham- 
pionship teams ger- 
minate. Brady has 
impressed Moss 
with his work ethic 
on the practice field, 
in the weight room 
and in the film 
room. 

In New England, 
Moss doesn't have to 
be a leader—a role 
he was uncomfort- 
able playing in Oakland and Minnesota—because 
there are plenty of those on the Patriots. He just 
needs to adapt to the Patriot Way. As Brady says, 
“Being a Patriot is about being smart, being tough, 
being physical, putting the team first?” 

The new environment has reinvigorated Moss 
and raised his play back to the Hall of Fame level it 
was at in Minnesota. He is healthier than he has 
been in years, even though he missed most of the 
preseason with a hamstring injury, and is piling up 
ridiculous numbers. He has caught 34 passes and 
leads the league in receiving yards (551) and is tied 
for the lead in touchdown receptions (seven). 

Three of Moss’ touchdowns stand out. In the 
season opener against the Jets, he ran a deep cross- 
ing route in which he blew past a linebacker, a cor- 
nerback and a safety to haul in a 51-yard pass from 
Brady. In Week 3 against the Bills, he ran a go route 
down the sideline and caught up to a 45-yard rain- 
bow that even some of the Patriots thought was 


The definition of prolific in 2007: Brady to Moss. 


overthrown. And in a Monday night victory over 
Cincinnati, Moss used his 6-4 frame to outleap 
cornerback Johnathan Joseph in the corner of the 
end zone. 

“He contests for the ball says Wilcots. “He's so 
long and tall, with great jumping ability, that his 
pass-catching radius leaves a tremendous amount 
of room where Brady can place the ball” 

Moss sideline demeanor is another tipoff he is a 
happy camper. Between series, he often sits on the 
bench next to Brady. And you might see him walk- 
ing past his teammates, offering handshakes or 
encouragement. 

Owens, likewise, is acting more like a fraternity 
brother than an independent in his second season 
in Dallas. He's hanging out more in the locker 
room, talking with teammates or competing 
against them in dominoes. When the team 
stretches before practice, the offense lines up on 
one side and the defense on the other. Owens will 
run by the defense and high-five the players in the 


front line. 

“He's reaching out to more guys this year 
because he’s gotten to know a lot more guys,’ says 
cornerback Terence Newman, who often 
exchanges text messages with Owens and goes out 
to eat with him. “Hes just a little more happy, it 
seems,” 

Owens is happy for good reasons. Owner Jerry 
Jones loves him. Quarterback Tony Romo loves 
him. And, most of all, first-year Cowboys coach 
Wade Phillips loves him. It wasn't like that last year. 
His relationship with Bill Parcells, who referred to 
T.O. as “the player; had the stench of a cart full of 
dirty socks—and everyone could smell it. 

“There was an air of confrontation that existed 
between Bill and Terrell that not only was obvious 
to the two of them but obvious to the team,’ says 
Cowboys executive Stephen Jones, Jerry's son. 

This season, Owens is more comfortable in the 
offense—he knows his role and understands what's 
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expected of him. New coordinator Jason 
Garrett is moving Owens around in an 
effort to keep defenses off-balance. Owens 
has lined up split out on either side, in the 
slot and in the backfield. And he is running 
more crossing patterns, which give him a 
chance to catch the ball on the run and use 
his 6-3, 218-pound body to break tackles 
and gain yards after the catch. 

“He is a greyhound,’ says Wilcots. “After 
he gets the ball, people can’t tackle him, he's 
so strong and powerful. He can turn a 
5-yard catch into an 80-yard touchdown” 


Why it could backfire 


Before they traded for Moss last April on 
the second day of the draft, the Patriots 
watched tapes of his games with Oakland. 
Like everyone else, they saw a player who 
looked uninterested and uninspired. That's 
one reason they gave up only a fourth- 
round draft pick (the 110th selection) and 
signed Moss to a one-year contract. Instead 
of the $9.25 million he was to be paid this 
year and the $10 million due him in 2008, 
Moss agreed to a renegotiated deal for $3 
million ($2.5 million in base salary, plus a 
$500,000 roster bonus), with an additional 
$2 million in incentives for individual per- 
formance and team success. 

So the Patriots and Moss are on kind of 
an extended honeymoon. But can this love 
affair last? 

“Tm notas leery this season as I would be 
if they gave him a bunch of money and were 
committing to him for more than one sea- 
son,’ says a league insider. “But what's going 
to happen ifthey pay him and they're locked 
into him for a long term? Does he revert 
back to just trying to show up on Sundays 
and play, or will he continue to work 
hard?” 

Not everything is perfect in Patriot Land. 
According to the league insider, Moss wasn't 
running his routes at the proper tempo dur- 
ing practice a couple of weeks ago and 
Brady took offense. 

“T heard Tom got in his face a little bit, 
and Randy backed down and started prac- 
ticing harder,’ says the source. “As long as 
the team is winning, I don't see him getting 
out of line and blowing up. But he’s got that 
in him, so you wonder.’ 

Owens is more likely to implode, just 
because of his inclination to sideline tan- 


trums and narcissistic behavior. Thus far, he 
has resisted the impulse. 

In the first half of the Cowboys’ season- 
opening victory over the Giants, Owens did 
not catch a pass, Instead of complaining at 
halftime, he kept quiet and stayed patient. 
In the second half, he caught three passes 
for 87 yards and two touchdowns. There 
was a similar situation during Dallas’ 35-7 
win over St. Louis in Week 4. While the 
Rams concentrated on stopping Owens, 
Patrick Crayton had a career game, catch- 
ing seven passes for 184 yards and two 
touchdowns. As Crayton raced down the 
sideline to complete a 59-yard TD, Owens 
caught up and threw a block at the goal 
line. 

Its difficult to imagine T.O. maintaining 


Why wouldn’t T.0. give Romo a thumbs up? It has been that kind of season. 


such an altruistic attitude. 

“He's the kind of player who, ifhe has two 
or three weeks in a row where he’s not catch- 
ing the ball and he’s not making plays but 
the team is still winning, I can see him 
blowing up and being more selfish than 
Randy,’ says the league insider. “I just think 
history shows he’s more about himself than 
the team? 

Stephen Jones disputes this notion. He 
says hes not concerned about a potential 
meltdown and claims Owens will be able to 
cope “if we have a situation that doesn't go 
perfectly for him? 

If T.O. or Moss does blow up, we won't 
need a hidden camera. The football world is 
their stage, and it will be captured for every- 
one to see. SN 
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Comparing the combos: It’s Brady-Moss, hands down 


When it comes to 


pitching and catching, 38 


the Patriots’ duo of Tom 
Brady and Randy Moss 
has been almost 
unstoppable. Their 
numbers through four 
games and how they 
compare with those of 
Cowboys combo Tony 
Romo and Terrell Owens: 


Thrown to 


MAKE YOUR MOVES OFF THE COURT 


Catches 


Romo-Owens 


19 19.1 


Yards per 
catch 


WITH A NEW SPIN ON A CLASSIC. 


The Timeless Converse Chuck Taylor Collection, At Champs Sports, Where Sport Lives. 
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WHERE SPORT LIVES 


COLLEGE FOOTBALL 


ow ‘bout them Irish? 

Or maybe you didn't notice that Notre 
Dame got off the mat with its first vic- 
tory of 2007, upsetting 214-point favor- 
ite UCLA in Pasadena, Calif. 

After the craziest nine days in college 
football history—during which no fewer 
than seven (and arguably more) national champion- 
ship contenders fell on their faces—you are excused if 
you missed that bulletin. 

The question now is ... well, there are a million of 
them. Gotta start somewhere: 

Is No. 1 LSU a lock to finish the season without a 
loss? If I were geauxing crazy, I might say yes. But the 
Tigers, who deserved to beat Florida yet have to feel a 
smidge lucky, could lose any of their next three 
games—at Kentucky, against Auburn and at Alabama 
following an off-week. 

Les Miles put himselfin line for a ton of coach of the 
year votes with his daring decisions in LSU’s 28-24 
comeback over Florida, but as long as Miles stays with 
his two-quarterback system, he invites trouble. Backup 
Ryan Perrilloux is a terrific talent, but the former 
super-recruit is sharing time mainly because Miles 
believes he owes him. Matt Flynn is better at all the big 
things—and the little things like, you know, keeping 
an eye on the play clock. 

Besides all that, Miles will have to do his best coach- 
ing to keep the Tigers from a letdown in Lexington, 
where the Wildcats will put up at least three touch- 
downs—bank on it. Can LSU win a high-scoring game 
so soon after pouring every last drop into the come- 
back against the Gators? I have my doubts. Also, Flor- 
ida knows how dangerous that Auburn defense is, and 
the game against Nick Saban in Tuscaloosa will be 
ridiculously hyped and intense. If LSU gets over this 
three-week hump at 9-0, it'll be the strongest No. 1 in 
recent history. 

Is USC out of the title hunt? Not at all. If the Tro- 
jans win at Oregon, California and Arizona State, 
they'll get into the BCS title game over any other one- 
loss team—including LSU. That's because their loss 
will have come sooner, keeping them on the climb the 
rest of the way. 

Which unbeaten has the best chance to play for 
the title? Cal, obviously, which has a potential mega- 
win over the Trojans sitting out there. Ohio State 
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comes next, but what's the best-looking win the Buck- 
eyes can get? At Penn State? OK, that’s decent. At home 
against Wisconsin? No one will be all that impressed. 
At Michigan? All that matchup will do is revive Appa- 
lachian State talk. 

But what about South Florida? What about 
Boston College? What about Missouri? Let’s start 
with the Bulls. If they win at Rutgers next Thursday, 
they might rise as high as No. 4 in the polls. Sadly, they 
need way too much help to think realistically about 
anything better than a regular ol’ BCS game. (‘Though 
let's not forget to celebrate the hell out of the Bulls if 
that happens.) 

The ACC is terrible, so forget about Boston College. 
That’s harsh, but 90 percent of the pollsters feel that 
way. 

Andlet’s not talk about Mizzou—even though it has 
the Big 12’s best quarterback (sorry, Sam Bradford) in 
Chase Daniel—until it wins at Oklahoma on Saturday. 
Which will not happen. 

Speaking of the Sooners, do they have a shot? 
No. After getting Missouri, they won't play another 


Les Miles and 
the Tigers are 
everybody’s 
No. i— 
although there 
ought to be 
some 1A votes 
for Stanford 
wideout Mark 
Bradford, he 
of the catch 
heard ’round 
the college 
football world. 
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game that can possibly help them in the BCS 
standings. Even if they had beaten Colorado and 
lost to Texas, it would have been almost impossible 
for them to make it. 

What’s the craziest thing that still might hap- 
pen? Florida wins out, ekes out an SEC East title 
and then beats LSU in a rematch in the SEC cham- 
pionship game. First of all, that isn’t all that far- 
fetched, and the Gators clearly can run and bang 
on the Tigers’ level. But the crazy thing is, if that 
happens, the Tigers still—easily—could advance 
to the BCS championship game. Maybe even over 
an undefeated South Florida or Boston College 
(but not over an undefeated Cal or Ohio State). 

My predicted matchup for the Big Game (you 
don’t own that anymore, Stanford and Cal) in 
New Orleans on January 7? No. 1 Ohio State vs. 
No. 2 USC. 

That's right—crazy. SN 


Matt Hayes’ best bets 
to reach the BCS finale 


LSU Stop the run, and the Tigers are forced 
to throw—and that translates to turnovers. 
They'll lose this season but get there anyway. 


California cai ioses a game it shouldn't 
every year. Plus, what's gimpier: Quarterback 
Nate Longshore's ankle or the Bears’ defense? 


Ohio State think about this: the 
unbeaten Buckeyes playing at rival Michigan in 
the season finale—in Lloyd Carr's last game. 


Boston College No team has an 


easier road to the title game, but the pressure 


USC Wins over Cal and Oregon would put 

the Trojans back in the hunt, but | think they'll 
lose again. Maybe twice. 

Oregon What defense wants a piece of 

the Ducks’ offense? But it'll take a whole lot 
of crazy for the Ducks to get to New Orleans. 


Oklahoma tt it comes down to a beauty 
pageant, the Big 12 is a dog. 


South Florida you just know some 


unfair, funky BCS numbers will get the Big 
East in the end. 


Missouri | thought I'd play nice and 
invite Mizzou to the party for one week. 
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Buck 


Ohio State 

is putting the ‘D’ in destiny 
(deal with it, Florida fans) 
By Tom Dienhart 


heck out the Ohio State fans. Or are they 

groupies? Regardless, they are nuts. They 

refuse to skedaddle from Purdue's Ross- 

Ade Stadium even though the job is 

done, the place is empty and their watches 
tell them to beat feet home. 

They snap photos with disposable cameras, 
they hoot, holler and strain to touch their beloved 
Buckeyes who are trudging triumphantly to an 
idling bus. Their BMOCs are tired after a 23-7 win, 
but some offer waves of acknowledgment and fist 
pumps. 

Everyone at this impromptu pep rally realizes 
the magnitude of this moment. Ohio State is 
unbeaten. Ohio State sits atop the Big Ten. Ohio 
State is primed to play for the BCS title for the sec- 
ond straight year and the third time in six sea- 
sons. 

Amazing. But that sounds about right in what 
has become a take-your-breath-away college foot- 
ball season. 

“T am surprised at how quickly we have moved 
up,’ says cornerback Malcolm Jenkins. “Its up to 
us to control our own destiny. We just need to goa 
game at a time” 

This was it, a Big Ten showdown between 
ranked and unbeaten teams. This was what those 
in the business call a statement game. Was Ohio 
State legit? How about Purdue? 

“On Sunday, I walked out of my house about 
7:20 in the morning and my neighbor was getting 
her paper, Boilermakers coach Joe Tiller says. 
“She said, ‘Hi, Joe. I can't wait till Saturday: 

“I thought, Slow down. Saturday will come too 
soon. We have to make sure we have all our is dot- 
ted and ts crossed’ 

Ohio State knocked the stuffing out of a fancy- 
pants offense that entered the game averaging 45.4 : 
points. “Our defense hit them like I don't think Nothing has gotten past Donald 
they've been hit before,’ says coach Jim Tressel. » Washington and the Buckeyes. 
“We have a good defense” 
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‘That point was underscored late in the first 
half, with Purdue driving at the Ohio State 40, 
desperate for a score with the Buckeyes ahead, 
17-0. On 4th-and-1, the Boilermakers drifted 
back to set up a screen. The Buckeyes flashed in, 
disrupted the timing and the pass fell 
harmlessly to the ground. 

Credit a new wrinkle: a 3-3-5 
defense Ohio State hadn't shown all 


Best 
to worst 


“And I don’t think (running back Chris) Wells 
is that good. I don't think he’s tough. He's not 
going to run through things at the line” 

Maybe, maybe not. But we do know this after 
six games: The Buckeyes are an efficient blend of 
passing and running wrapped in a 
two-ply steel coating of defense that 
is more than capable of winning big. 

Sound familiar? Look closely at 


year. Purdue wasn't ready for the 1. SEC this third-ranked team, and you'll 

package, or the massive dose of speed 2. Pac-10 catch a few glimpses of the 2002 

and fury. Few teams have been this - squad—the oh-so-ugly Buckeyes 

3. Big East 

fall. s who won oh-so-many ugly games on 
But we weren't sure how good Ohio 4. Big 12 their way to an improbable victory 

State was until now. A trip to Wash- 5. Big Ten over Miami in the BCS title game. 

ington was supposed to be a trapdoor. 6. ACC The 2002 Buckeyes had Craig 


The result: OSU 33, Washington 14. 
Laughable. Just like this game, which 

was why some of the Buckeyes smiled and 
chuckled as they grabbed their box dinners 
coming out of the locker room. 

Sure, there are areas that could be exploited by 
elite teams. “I don't think they have a big-play 
receiver,’ says a head coach who has played Ohio 
State this fall. “We didn’t mind trying to man 
cover their receivers. They aren't going to correct 
things with their athletic ability. 


I-L-L! ... I-N-I! 
Not everyone believes the 
Buckeyes will win the Big Ten 


It's the noise in the system, people. Those were Ron Zook’s infamous 
words three years ago as it all imploded at Florida. He said it again 
Saturday in the aftermath of his biggest win in three seasons at Illinois. 

Get ready, Zooker. All those detractors are now breaking ankles 
jumping on for the ride after the Illini's 31-26 victory over No. 5 


Wisconsin. 


Krenzel, the brainy molecular genet- 

ics major/quarterback who could 
split atoms and dissect defenses with equal 
aplomb. Meet his twin, Todd Boeckman, a fam- 
ily resource management major with lead feet, a 
golden arm and maturing presence. 

The 2002 Buckeyes had Maurice Clarett, the 
brawny freshman phenom running back who 
went from fame to infamy in record time. Meet 
his twin, Wells; a brawny sophomore with simni- 
lar on-field skills but impeccably better off-field 


judgment. 

The 2002 Buckeyes had Matt Wilhelm, a lunch- 
bucket middle linebacker who rarely missed tack- 
les. Meet his twin, James Laurinaitis. Actually, 
Laurinaitis—whos a step faster and better than he 
was during his All-American 2006 season—is 
much better than Wilhelm. Yeah, scary. 

The 2002 Buckeyes had Mike Doss, a pint- 
sized powerhouse safety. Meet his twin, Ander- 
son Russell, a ballhawking, headhunting safety 
who helps direct signals in a secondary that’s the 
heart of the defense. 

“T think you have to spread them out and hit 
them with quick passes,’ says an offensive coor- 
dinator who has stared down the Buckeyes. “You 
can't try to play those guys in a phone booth. You 
cant do many five- or six-step drops. You have to 
get rid of the ball. Your receivers need to try 
some double moves because you won't just run 
by their guys.” 

Sounds good in theory, huh? Until then, 
count Ohio State in this raucous, rollicking party 
that is the title chase. And you know what? The 
Buckeyes may be as good as anybody. 

“Our goal is the same,’ says Jenkins. “We want 
to win the national title” 

Why not the Buckeyes? SN 


“We have to just keep playing” Zook says. “We can't be concerned by 
the noise in the system.” 

Here’s some noise: Illinois has better wins than anyone in the Big Ten. 
Illinois will score, with a punishing ground game, on anyone in the Big 
Ten. ' F 
Illinois is—at least | think so—the best team in the Big Ten. We should 
find out November 10 when the Illini (5-1) visit Ohio State. 

“The guys in blue were pretty good,’ says Wisconsin coach Bret 
Bielema. 

‘He ain’t kidding. 

Wisconsin never was in the game. The team that had won 14 straight 
games couldn't keep up with the guys in blue because it came down to 
athletes and points. Illinois won’t lose many games that come down to 
athletes and points. 

No team in the Big Ten has so much dynamic ability at the three key 
positions—quarterback, tailback and wideout. The philosophy: Get 
quarterback Juice Williams, running back Rashard Mendenhall and 
wideout Regis Benn in space to use their speed and athleticism. 

~ “They have three players on offense who can change the game in one 
play,” says Bielema. 


_ Mendenhall is one of Illinois’ 
_ three game-breakers on offense. 
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path to the national title ga 


ame, but 


Cal ear 
the Bears aren't about to look quite that far ahead. 


Flying high but staying focused 


By Matt Hayes 


mhayes @ sportingnews.com 


hese things usually are lively if not raucous. 
What team doesn't get a little sideways on 
the flight home after a big road win? 
Yet there were the California Bears 
almost two weeks ago, more than 70 play- 
ers and coaches barely speaking on the plane after 
winning college football’s best game of the season, 
at Oregon. 

“A lot of tired bodies? says Cal coach Jeff 
Tedford. 

And a lot of focused ones, too. 

Five games into its season, its clear this Cal 
team is special. This Cal team is the best in 
Tedford’s six seasons in Berkeley. 

This Cal team can win it all. 

You want an omen? I've got an omen, and it 
couldn't be more perfect. 

There are few straight shooters left in college 
football. You know, coaches who say what they 
mean and, for the love of God, don't twist and tie it 
all into coachspeak. No-frills Tedford is one of 
them. 

Last week, Tedford was talking about the future. 
About how this team is different than all the others 
he has coached. About how the talent and the 
schedule and the unique senior leadership and 
those confounding BCS numbers may just align 
and add up to... 

And then it happened. 

“I probably don’t know enough about (the 
BCS); Tedford says. “We have to play every week 
and whatever happens, happens.” 

There you have it, everyone. Proof positive that 
this could be the year everything falls into place— 
the year the team that was the laughingstock of the 
Pac-10 earlier this decade brings it all home. How 
else do you explain Tedford suddenly morphing 


prin eyo tylgaa 


Don’t be Gather if Longshore and Cal seize the big dav” Novensber 10—and a lot more. 


into Lou Holtz and Vince Dooley and every other 
“take it week by week” sound bite? 

This much we know: As long as the Bears keep 
winning—including one over You Know Who on 
November 10—they’ll be playing for the national 
title. It's just that simple. When you're No. 2 in a 
two-team race, it’s kind of hard to screw it up. 

“Of course; says Cal quarterback Nate 
Longshore, “we know what’ out there for us?” 


Matt | — Ojtahoma 35, Iinois 27, LSU 40, usc 23, 
Hayes Missouri 16 lowa 14 Kentucky 14 Arizona 14 
Se Yep, I’m doing it. One coach looks Dear 'Cats: It was Hello? Hello? 
7= I'm believing in like a dunce, the nice having you in Someone please 
— Mizzou. This is other a genius. the top 25. Please wake up the 
_ & { where the Tigers Which would’ve take your space Trojans. All that 
~; ck make a statement. been your guess back in line—say, talent is going to 
pic S Or not. before the season? | around No. 40. waste. 


Because you really want 12... 


30. . 10/15/07 


Florida State 24, Wake Forest 21 
Kansas 30, Baylor 20 


Michigan 31, Purdue 28 


Oklahoma State 27, Nebraska 20 


But that doesn't mean Tedford has to embrace 
it. As good as the Bears have been under Tedford, 
they have a nagging problem of losing games they 
shouldn't. From Air Force in Year 1 (2002) to Ari- 
zona last season—and a few in between—Cal 
hasn't dealt well with success. 

In 2004, the Bears were a play away—a slip on a 
route by wideout Jonathan Makonnen—from 
winning at USC in the closing minute. That Tro- 


Boston College 40, California 31, 
Notre Dame 14 Oregon State 17 
Happy now, The Bears are the 
Domers? You got team to beat in the 
your win. Now Pac-10. Of course, 
welcome back to that driver's seat 
reality with another isn’t the safest 
whipping. spot lately. 


Texas Tech 41, Texas A&M 21 
Arizona State 20, Washington 16 


JAY DROWNS / SN 


WADE PAYNE / AP 


jans team was merely the best in college football 
over the last decade, and the Bears’ reward for a 
10-1 regular season was a BCS bowl snub and a 
spot in the Holiday Bowl—where they were 
thumped by underdog Texas Tech. 

And that's all anyone remembers of this team 
since. 

But here is Cal again, with a No. 2 ranking that 
is its highest in 55 years. With the best quarter- 
back-tailback-wideout combination in college 
football—Longshore, Justin Forsett and DeSean 
Jackson—and a rebuilt defense playing better than 
anyone could've imagined. And with all the recent 
bad history in tow. 

Who didn’t wince two weeks ago when Long- 
shore hurt his right ankle late in the Oregon game? 
Two years ago, a broken fibula ended Longshore's 
season in the first half of the season opener and 
sent Cal plummeting back under the radar after its 
breakthrough season in 2004. 

As the team boarded the plane two weeks ago, it 
received the good news: Longshore's ankle injury 
wasn't a break. He'll be ready for what can only be 
called a huge game—really, it is—this weekend 
against struggling Oregon State. 

“T never chose to believe that our team would 
look ahead a week and overlook an opponent, 
Tedford says. “I would think were smarter than 
that? 

Especially with so much on the line. SN 


B HEISMAN WATCH. 


STUD Mike Hart, Michigan. He's back— 
215 yards and three touchdowns against 
Eastern Michigan. In a topsy-turvy season, 
don't be surprised if a running back with 
absurd numbers wins the trophy. 

STUMBLER John David Booty, QB, USC. 
He’ a classy kid who handled disappoint- 
ment with dignity—but four picks and a loss 
to Stanford won't cut it. 


SLEEPER Rashard Mendenhall, RB, 


Illinois. His guady 160 rushing yards and two 
TDs against Wisconsin are worth notice, and 
his team is a player in the Big Ten. 


TOP 5 


1. Matt Ryan, QB, Boston College 

2. DeSean Jackson, WR/PR, California 
3. Darren McFadden, RB, Arkansas 

4. Andre’ Woodson, QB, Kentucky 

5. Mike Hart, RB, Michigan 


Listen to The Tim Brando Show weekdays 
from 4-7 p.m. ET on Sporting News Radio or 
at radio.sportingnews.com. 


Its easy to fault USC 
QB John David Booty for 
the team’s disastrous loss to 
lowly Stanford and overall 
struggles in the first half of 
the season. But the Trojans’ 
wide receivers must take at 


up the Ducks’ game of the 
year against USC in Eugene 
on October 27. > Kansas 
State coach Ron Prince 
is rising quickly on the 
NFLs radar. Prince worked 
minority fellowships with 


least half of the blame. The group has yet to 
build any semblance of consistency. The lead- 
ing receiver is TE Fred Davis, which shows the 
depth of the problems. Three wide receivers 
who were big-time recruits—Patrick Turner, 
Vidal Hazelton and David Ausberry—have failed 
to take over the No. 1 receiver spot. The line has 
dealt with numerous inju- 
ries, and Booty—who isn't 
exactly speedy—has taken 
a beating. A finger injury 
on his throwing hand likely 
will keep Booty out of 
Saturday's game against 
Arizona. It won't be much 
better for backup Mark 
Sanchez if his teammates 
dont pull their share of the 
load. > How crazy is the 
SEC race this season? Ten- 
nessee, the team that lost to 
Florida by 39 last month, 
controls its destiny in the 
East Division. But the Vols 
are a long way from getting 
to Atlanta for the league 
title game—especially con- 
sidering one other team controls its destiny. 
That team (South Carolina) is coached by a guy 
(Steve Spurrier) who knows a little something 
about beating Phil Fulmer-coached teams. > 
Pitt has found the future of its program with 
freshman RB LeSean McCoy and freshman 
QB Pat Bostick. But will coach Dave Wann- 
stedt be around to see it all through? Although 
Wannstedt has significantly upgraded the talent 
at Pitt, the Panthers have gone from the league's 
elite to the bottom four in his three seasons. On 
defense, the Panthers are out of position. On 
offense, they play too much like an NFL team, 
trying to keep games close and pull them out in 
the fourth quarter. When Pitt uses Arkansas’ 
Wildcat formation with McCoy, its dynamic 
and unpredictable. And that takes pressure off 
Bostick, who has looked very good in spots. > 
Ofall the poll movement in the past two weeks, 
the most curious was the fall of Oregon—de- 
spite the Ducks essentially playing No. 2 Cal 
even ina home loss. Oregon still has BCS hopes, 
especially if it wins out. Back-to-back games 
against the Pac-10 Washington schools will set 


four NFL teams in the 1990s and quickly earned 
a reputation as a charismatic organizer. Despite 
K-State's loss to Kansas last week, Prince's work 
in Manhattan has been impressive, especially 
considering what he inherited and how the 
once-elite program had grown stale on the field 


and in recruiting. 


If the Vols can lose by 39 to Florida, how good can they be? 
Good enough to maul Georgia by 21, anyway. 


speedreads 


| don't know what to think anymore. USC 
loses to Stanford, Florida blows a chance 
to beat LSU and Cal nearly ends up as the 
nation’s No. 1 team by default. This is the 
year it all implodes in the face of the BCS. 
It just has to be. 


OK, let's all soak this up: Clemson's C.J. 
Spiller and James Davis—two of the 
nation’s best running backs—had a 
combined 12 yards on 12 carries in a loss 
to Virginia Tech. Do | really need to say it? 

_ Ah, what the heck: Goodbye, Tommy. 
You've had a nice run. 


HAN RA eA eeeeaneaeeeeeeatenensneeeseseeenanaesensnsenansrsncsuneeeseseane 


Butch Davis told me in August he never 
wanted to leave Miami. ‘Canes officials say 
that's not so, that Davis wouldn't agree to 
an extension before leaving for the NFL. 
All 1 know is Davis just took his under- 

_ manned North Carolina team and beat 
Miami's overhyped team. Which program 
has more pee? 
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Rk. | Team (last week) W-L Next up 


Ohio State (4) 


| 


One week ago, this loomed as a ridic 


| S.[Oregomis) 


USC (1) ; 
Hey, who hasn't lost a time or two as a 40-point favorite? 


aw} 


Sam Bradford, meet Chase Daniel. May the best gunslinger win. 


I 


Every game—even this one—is a trap game for USF, and that’s no Bull stuff. 


| 11, | Auburn (NR) 


Speaking of Auburn, it'll tell you how dangerous these Bulldogs can be. 


[12.5] BCS haters 


TV (all times Eastern) 
3:30 p.m., CBS 


A (1 


If only the Bears could sit back and watch again; one more week and they'd be atop the AFC West. 


e best news for the Buckeyes: Nobody's catching them from behind in the rankings unless they lose. 


| 4. | Boston College (9) ] 6-0 | atNotre Dame, 10/13 


ulously easy game for the Eagles. Now it's merely an easy game. 


Washington State, 10/13 


Amazing to think it would be the Ducks at No. 2 had they won that instant classic against Cal. 


Arizona, 10/13 


3:30 p.m., NBC 


3:30 p.m., None 
3:30 p.m., ABC 


5-1 | Missour, 10/13 


6:30 p.m., FSN 


Florida (7) | 4-2 | atKentucky, 10/20 TBA 


Somebody has to say it: One more loss, and the Gators’ season is an official disaster. 


UCF, 10/13 


Noon, ESPNU 


[10 [encima 26) | -0_ tite 10/1 


Who could've envisioned a scenario in which the Bearcats would be favored—big—against the Brohms? 


| 4-2 at Arkansas, 10/13 


Don't know which Tigers will show up, but considering this is a road game, it'll probably be the good ones. 


| 12. | West Virginia (11) Mississippi State, 10/20 | Noon, TBA 


7:45 p.m., ESPN 


It took them about 5 seconds to get into full throat after the final gun at the Coliseum. 


Wrangle r 


PLAYER OF THE WEEK 
RB Jacob Hester, LSU 


Hester twice ran for first downs on 
fourth down during the final drive and 
rushed for the winning touchdown with 
1:14 left in LSU’s' 28-24 comeback win 
over Florida. 

A senior, Hester carried the ball a 
career-high 23 times for 106 yards. One of 
the most dependable backs in college 
football, he has fumbled only once—on his 
first carry in his first season. 


2) )) Hear from SN's player of the week 

on The Tim Brando show, weekdays 
from 4-7 p.m. ET on Sporting News Radio, or 
at radio.sportingnews.com. 


Wrangler Real. Comfortable. Jeans. 


The 1. LSU Best of the rest: 13. Virginia Tech, 5-1 14. Missouri, 5-0 15. South Carolina, 5-1 16. Arizona State, 6-0 
2. California 17. \llinois, 5-1 18. Wisconsin, 5-1 19. Florida State, 4-1 20. Kansas, 5-0 21. Hawaii, 6-0 22. Kentucky, 


five-star 3. Ohio State 


4. Boston College 
poll 5. South Florida 
Read ourmembers’ 6. Oklahoma 
comments about 7. South Carolina 


their rankings. Check 8. West Virginia 


sportingnews.com 9. Oregon 
every Monday. 10. USC 


5-1 23. Boise State, 4-1 24. Purdue, 5-1 25. Tennessee, 3-2 


Karl Dorrell. Some weeks, he’s Knute Rockne; others, he’s Montgomery Burns. 
Nebraska. One step forward, a million and a half miles back. 

Purdon’t. Way to show up to the big game, fellas. 

Mike Gundy. Which innocent bystander will he blame for Okie State’s latest debacle? 
Pete Carroll. It doesn’t even take a genius to win with superior talent at all 22 positions. 


CAMPUS WAY VAT r ial Views from the student section at sportingnews.com 


Best stadium Notre Dame 
visited 
Best costumed | Chief Osceola Stanford Tree Oregon Duck 
mascot _ (Florida State) 

Best gaming | XBox PlayStation 2/3 

system 


32.. SEEA DIFFERENT GAME . 10/15/07 


BIG BLOG ON CAMPUS 

From Scott Bland, KZSU (Stanford) 

Stanford didn’t just overcome USC at the Coliseum. The Cardinal finally 
overcame itself. Jim Harbaugh gave his players exactly what they needed to 
beat the Trojans—not some grand strategy but beliefin their ability. Last year's 
squad rarely put up a fight against top opponents. But this team was thrilled 
to be playing in front of a noisy crowd, and the positive energy was on display 
all night. Tavita Pritchard, receivers Mark Bradford and Richard Sherman, the 
offensive line ... they were just not going to let Stanford lose. 


BILL HABER / AP 
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Admit it. You thought Clint Bowyer had as much 
chance to make noise in the Chase as, well, Paris Hilton. 


A dark horse who might 
have the winning ride 


By Mike Hembree 


ow for a little multiple choice. Trust me, 
you can do these. 
Which one doesn't belong? 
A. Red. 
B. Green. 

C. Purple. 

D, Square. 

Which one doesn't belong? 

A. Paris. 

B. Rome. 

C. Madrid. 

D. Paris Hilton. 

Clearly, the answer in both cases 
is D, 

Had the same question been 
posed about the drivers who made 
the Chase for the NASCAR Nextel 
Cup, the answer for most would 
have been C—as in Clint (play 
along now) Bowyer. 

After all, he started the Chase as 
the only driver among the dyna- 
mite dozen without a victory and 
was picked by numerous experts as 
the Chase qualifier most unlikely to 
emerge as the champion. 


That sort of thinking has been modified now 
that Bowyer is representing himself and his Rich- 
ard Childress Racing team quite well, thank you. 
And Bowyer figures to have almost as good a shot 
as anyone—and better than several—when the 
Chase moves into its closing six weeks. 


Bowyer told reporters last weekend at Talladega: ‘You're still thinking that we’re 
going to make mistakes, and we’re going to prove you wrong.’ 


This weekend NASCAR heads to Charlotte. But this is no warm and fuzzy 
homecoming. It's the Chase for the NASCAR NEXTEL Cup. For both front- 
runners and underdogs, it's a chance to really shake up the standings. 
Because everyone knows, under the bright lights of Charlotte, it's impossible 


to overlook anyone. 


©2007 ESPN, Inc. NASCAR® Is a registered trademark of the National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing, Inc 
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Bowyer's big booster shot came in Chase race 
No. 1 at New Hampshire International Speedway, 
where he startled the rest of the field by scoring his 
first career victory in dominating fashion. Sud- 
denly, Bowyer was much more than a mere Chase 
appendage. He went from afterthought to after- 
burners in one afternoon. 

Solid finishes followed in the carnage of Dover 
(12th) and the continuing carnage at Kansas (sec- 
ond) and Talladega (11th), and Bowyer found 
himself near the top of the Chase, rumbling 
around up there with royalty like Jimmie Johnson 
and Jeff Gordon. 

Still, if you ask garage-area types to pick their 
top three candidates to win the championship, 
Bowyer isn’t listed by many. The big guns still are 
Gordon, Johnson and Tony Stewart, guys who 
have proved they can 
withstand the heat of end- 
of-the-season drama. 

Bowyer, 28, is being 
called a dark horse, and 
that’s nota bad thing. Fresh 
in from the Kansas plains, 


Fresh in from 
the Kansas _ 
plains, Bowyer 
looks like he. 
stepped off 
some Wild 
West movie set. 


ay 
Ne] 


he looks like he stepped off some Wild West movie 
set, needing only a battered hat and a pair of six- 
guns strapped to his sides to finish the ensemble. 

He was plucked from relative obscurity to fill a 
vacancy at RCR, and his performance to date has 
made Richard Childress look like a scout supreme. 
Thousands of short track drivers would like to get 
the opportunity Bowyer received, and dozens of 
them probably could perform at a similar level. 
Cup fields hold only 43 drivers, though, and most 
hopefuls won't see beyond the dim Saturday night 
lights of their local bullrings. 

Bowyer got a ride and is hanging on for all it’s 
worth. He would be the unlikeliest of champions 
but also a breath of fresh air in a series that some- 
times seems to be running toward tedium. 

The weeks ahead will tell if Bowyer'’s big 
moment comes earlier than almost everyone— 
experts included—anticipated. SN 


Mike Hembree is an associate editor for 
NASCAR Scene. Read more from Hembree at 


scenedaily.com. 


SAAT eads 


Major League Baseball announced last week 
that Jacques Villeneuve has been approved 
to pitch Game 7 of the World Series. 


Lucky for you (and for us, come to think of it), 
this magazine is delivered by not a single 
vehicle using an engine built by DEI. 

My new fantasy football quarterback: Jacques 
Villeneuve. 


Jeff Gordon said he yawned for the first time 
in a racecar at Talladega. If he and Jimmie 
Johnson run away with the points race, the 
rest of us will be yawning for six weeks. 


This speed read was supposed to go all the 
way to the bottom of the page, but DE! wrote 
it, so naturally it didn’t make it to the end. 
Ladies and gentlemen, your new United 
States secretary of defense: Jacques 
Villeneuve! —Matt Crossman 


an, 
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Hendrick Motorsports dri- 
vers Jeff Gordon, Jimmie 
Johnson and Casey Mears 
laid back until the end of 
Sunday's race at Talladega 
and finished first, second 
and sixth. Their teammate, 
Kyle Busch, ran up front, 
was caught up in a crash and finished 36th. Did 
he not get the memo? Or has young Kyle still 
not learned the value of patience? > Classy 
move by Jacques Villeneuve to voluntarily drop 
from his sixth spot on the starting grid at Tal- 
ladega to the back of the field before the start of 
the race. Villeneuve was making his first Cup 
start and didn't want his inexperience to be a 
factor, especially for the Chase drivers. He fin- 
ished 21st. > After the first race in the Chase, 
Kurt Busch was 12th in the standings, 102 
points behind the leader. After the fourth race, 
he is seventh but 215 back. 

Dale Earnhardt Jr.'s cousin 
and crew chief, Tony Eury Jr., 
completed his tenure with Dale 
Earnhardt Inc. at Talladega. He 
is leaving to get an early start at 
Hendrick Motorsports, Junior's 
home beginning in 2008. Tony 
Gibson will be Earnhardt's 
crew chief for the final six 
races. Michael Waltrip is 
expected to announce this 
week his team’s plans for 2008. 
Re-signing David Reutimann 
for next season is a priority. 
We'll also learn how many 
races Dale Jarrett is expected 
to run. > Patrick Carpentier 
remains a candidate for the 
No. 10 car for Gillett Evern- 
ham Motorsports next season, 
but there are other options, 
team co-owner Alex Gillett 
says. Scott Riggs is moving to 
Haas CNC Racing next season, 
which makes the No. 10 car 
available. Carpentier has done 
some testing for the team. 

What a difference a year 
makes, Last year after Talla- 
dega, the margin from first 


Fae 
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| and Kyle Busch were tied 
for 10th. This year, with the 


Gordon played around for 187 laps—then led the last one. 


place to 10th was 185 
points; Jeff Burton was the 
leader, and Kasey Kahne 


field expanded to 12 driv- 
ers, eight are more than 
200 points behind the 
leader after four races and Burton is last, 336 
points behind Gordon. Last year, four drivers 
were within 65 points of the leader; this year 
only two are. > Gordon's 80th win came in his 
503rd race. That's one win every 6.3 races. It was 
the first time he won while leading just one lap. 
His previous low in a victory was nine laps. 
Don't be surprised if Gordon wins another 
event before the season ends. There are six races 
left. & Will the last open-wheel racer in North 
America please turn off the lights before mov- 
ing over to NASCAR? 


& Castrol GTX Engine Sludge Tip #32 


To help prevent sludge build-up in your engine, change your oil every 3 months or 3,000 miles, whichever comes first. 


Use a quality motor oil, such as Castrol GTX which is proven to help prevent engine sludge formation. To find out if you're at 
risk for sludge, check out Castrol.com/sludge. 
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No king is complete without his robes. 


It’s about quality, not quantity® 


CROWN ROYAL® Blended Canadian Whisky. 40% Alc/Vol. ©2007 The Crown Royal Company, Norwalk, CT. Visit CrownRoyal.com 


When: 7:30 p.m. ET Saturday 
TV: ABC, 7 p.m. ET 

Where: Lowe’s Motor Speedway; 
Concord, N.C. 

Track: 1.5-mile trioval 

Race length: 334 laps/501 miles 
Frontstretch: 1,980 feet 
Backstretch: 1,500 feet 

Banking on straights: 5 degrees 
Banking in corners: 24 degrees 
2006 winner: Kasey Kahne 

2006 polesitter: Scott Riggs 
Website: lowesmotorspeedway. 


i e 
pegs! drivers eS 4 s/s ae Le Sep 
at Lowe’s ELS SKE LS LS /F AS sg 


1. Jeff Gordon 

2. Jimmie Johnson 
3. Clint Bowyer 

4. Tony Stewart 


9,483/460| 76.3] —5,690 
ee) 
sO Pest 
6. Carl Edwards EE: Boy) 
ae 
| 4] 


eT 4,140/1,039 121.0 5,681 
23.7] _0| 0 1,095/3 60.9 5,627 


5,736/530 5,536 


5, Kevin Harvick 1 5,488 

1,869/34 87.9 5,485 
7. Kurt Busch [222.10 01) ake 5,475 
8. Kyle Busch 


1,401/27 76.6 5,428 
10. Martin Truex | _—-1,414/4|_~—s«60.6 | 5,390 
11. Matt Kenseth 5,372 


12. Jeff Burton | 2a 15.6| 2) 6] 1 9,085/369 5,354 


9. Denny Hamlin 


LAST TIME AROUND: It was an upside-down night May 27 at the Coca-Cola 600. The top five fin- 
ishers: Casey Mears, J.J. Yeley, Kyle Petty, Reed Sorenson and Brian Vickers. It was Mears’ first Cup victory 
(in his 156th start), Yeley’s and Sorenson's best career finishes, Petty’s best finish since 1997 and Toyotas first 
top five in Cup competition (Vickers). How did it happen? Fuel mileage. 

Everyone took fuel on a caution before the final restart with 59 laps to go. But some, including leaders 
Tony Stewart, Dale Earnhardt Jr, Jimmie Johnson and Matt Kenseth, needed splashes of gas at the end. The 
cars that wound up in the top five did not. Jeff Gordon had his fifth consecutive DNF at Charlotte. 


Sponsored b: 
y y o Fantasy experts Roger Kuznia and 
M bi | 1 Vinnie lyer pick Nextel Cup race winners. 


Who will win at Lowe's? 
7:30 p.m. ET, ABC 


Roger: Carl Edwards is solid on intermediate ( Vinnie: | don’t like to take the same driver twice 
tracks. Before his 15th-place finish at Lowe’s in in a row, but how can | pick against Johnson at 
May, he had four top 10 finishes in four starts Lowe's? He has five wins and 11 top 10s in 12 
at the track. This is Jimmie Johnson's track, but starts there. | need to make up some ground 
Edwards will be renting space in victory lane. i fast, and | know Johnson will help me. 


Sleeper: Casey Mears. Sleeper: Brian Vickers. 
Not so fast: Kevin Harvick. Not so fast: Kurt Busch. 


Nextel Cup points (based on how the experts’ choices finished in points races): 
Roger: 4,109; Vinnie: 3,997. 
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1. The track will be there. Despite Bru- 
ton Smith's threats to move Lowe's Motor 
Speedway if Concord, N.C., fails to approve 
the adjacent drag strip he wants to build, 
things will be status quo for Saturday 
night's race. 

2. It's Jimmie’s house. Smith's name 
may be on the deed, but Jimmie Johnson 
owns the place. Ina stretch of eight races at 
LMS from 2003 through 2006, the driver 
of the Lowes Chevy won five times and 
finished second twice and third once 
before “stumbling” to a 10th-place result 
earlier this season in the Coca-Cola 600. 

3. Stewart's resurgence. If Tony Stew- 
art wants to make a serious run at the 
championship, he'll need a strong finish. 
That means he'll have to overcome a spotty 
record over the past four seasons at Lowe’. 
A positive sign: Stewart finished sixth in 
the May race. 


Lowe’ Motor Speedway was 
a mixed bag for Rusty Wallace. 
In 48 Cup races there, he had two 
wins and 22 top 10s, his most top 10s at 
a superspeedway. But he also had 12 DNFs, second 
only to his 14 at Talladega. Before each Chase race, 
the 1989 champion provides an insider's look at the 
track. 

Its a very cool-designed track. If I had to criti- 
cize Charlotte in any way, I'd say crazy things hap- 
pen when you come off Turn 4. The track has a lot 
of character. If you're handling good, you're going 
to come out of Charlotte good. 
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If Jeremy Roenick’s hands are still as fast as his tongue, 
he might help San Jose find a championship swagger. 


A sniper and a Shark 


By Ross McKeon 


ike many of his. NHL breth- 

ren, Jeremy Roenick loves 

golf. So maybe what he did 

on the Fourth of July—text a 

writer in Philadelphia to 
announce his retirement—can best 
be described as a mulligan. 

“You should have seen my summer 
routine through June and July,’ Roen- 
ick says. “You would have said there's 
no way this kid is going to be playing. 
I was on the golf course every single 
day and shared a bottle of wine every 
night with my wife. 

“T was in retirement mode for 
sure.” 

Funny thing, Doug Wilson and the 
Sharks didn't see it that way. Instead, 
San Jose’s general manager surprised 
Roenick with an offer he couldn't 
refuse—an opportunity to chase 
down an elusive Stanley Cup, even if 
hed get paid a roster-low $500,000. 

This was an unexpected chance for 
the colorful 18-year center who, at 37, 
appeared unproductive and disinter- 
ested after one-year flameouts (a combined 20 goals 
and 50 points) with Los Angeles and Phoenix. 

So what's in it for the Sharks, who are deep in 
talent and generally perceived as serious Cup con- 
tenders? What could they possibly see in Roenick, 
who has a knack for attracting the wrong kind of 
attention? 

“Tts not quite Teemu Selanne, but everybody 
laughed when Anaheim re-signed’him a few years 


Roenick (27) isn’t getting paid a lot, but he’s expected to play a lot. 


ago—and Teemu bounced back,’ coach Ron Wil- 
son says. “I'm not expecting the same things from 
J.R., but I think you'll see a different J.R. than you 
have the last couple of years?” 

The last couple of years have thrown a dark 
cloud over an otherwise sunny career for the Bos- 
ton native who made his NHL debut for the Black- 
hawks in 1988. 

Always controversial and outspoken, Roenick 


stepped on a hornet’s nest during the 2004-05 lock- 
out season when he said fans who perceive NHL 
players as greedy or spoiled are jealous and can 
“kiss my ass.’ He later claimed USA Hockey had 
blackballed him from the 2006 Winter Olympics. 

But the Wilsons have another impression of the 
nine-time All-Star. Doug Wilson was Roenick’s 
roommate the first three years of 
his career in Chicago, and Ron 
Wilson coached several national 
teams that included Roenick. The 
Sharks are not taking a chance ona 
player they don't know well. They're 
hoping he will provide the playoff 
swagger and confidence the team 
has lacked in two aborted Cup 
runs. 

‘Tm going to be excited every 
day,’ says Roenick. “I’m going to be 
on the ice, I'm going to be yappin; 
I'm going to be patting guys on the 
back, keeping guys’ spirits lifted. 
I'm going to be working hard. ... 
When I'm on the ice or in practice, 
I'm going to have a lot of energy.” 

Roenick had enough energy to 
score two goals in the second game 
of the season against Vancouver 
and entered the week needing only 
three to become the third Ameri- 
can-born skater to crack 500. Ron 
Wilson plans to give Roenick plenty 
of chances to score. 

“Im not here to stick J.R. on a 
fourth line and have him out there 
6 to 7 minutes a game where he has 
to completely change what he’s done throughout 
his career,’ Wilson says. “We're talking about a guy 
who has almost 1,200 points under his belt. He 
knows how to play offense?” 

And, most important, how to do it with that 
swagger the Sharks are looking for. SN 


Check out the winners and losers in the 
young NHL season at sportingnews.com. 


RW Steve Downie’s 20-game suspension for his infamous 
flying check on Senators C Dean McAmmond in a pre- 
season game isn't enough. “I thought I got him clean?’ says 
Downie, a Flyers prospect, He’ right about that: He cleaned 
McAmmonds clock. The hit was vicious and uncalled for. 
A better suspension: Sit him the entire season. There would 
be no mistaking the intent of that message. ... The Devils 


and both missed the playoffs. The Devils’ three-week stretch 
includes games against such Eastern Conference rivals as 
the Penguins, Islanders, Rangers, Flyers and Senators. ... 
A Flyers offseason makeover that brought in Fs Daniel 
Briere and Scott Hartnell and D Kimmo Timonen overshad- 
owed the acquisition of stay-at-home D Jason Smith from 
the Oilers. But Smith, 33, has been named team captain, a 


are in the midst of a potentially sapping season-opening nightmare. The 
team is playing its first nine games on the road while the new Prudential 
Center in Newark gets its final touches before a grand opening October 27 
against the Senators. Only two NHL teams have opened a season with nine 
consecutive road games (Quebec in 1980-81 and Carolina in 1999-2000), 


end of October. 


role that also includes the important task of mentoring the Flyers’ large con- 
tingent of 25-and-under players. ... Stars C Mike Modano opened the sea- 
son with 1,226 career points, six short of Phil Housley’s record for Ameri- 
can-born players. Look for Modano, 37, to easily top that mark before the 
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Nile INSIDER 


By his fourth season, 
a franchise QB should be 
turning the league on its ear. 


Eli still 
lacks the 
wow factor 


By Clifton Brown 


cliftonbrown @ sportingnews.com 


eres the challenge facing Eli Manning: 
He doesn't make you go, “Wow 
He's a quarterback the Giants can win 
games with. He's a great guy, a solid 
teammate. He has the right lineage, born 
into America’ first family of quarterbacks. 

But from the moment Manning was the No. 1 
pickin the 2004 draft, from the moment the Giants 
traded Philip Rivers and three draft picks just to 
get him, the expectations were elevated. He had to 
become a star. And in his fourth season, we still 
arent sure if Manning will ever be one. 

That’s a concern for the Giants because unless 
Manning reaches stardom, they may never be 
serious Super Bowl contenders during his career. 
They lost one star when Tiki Barber retired, and 
they will lose another whenever Michael Strahan, 
35, departs. Then, more than ever, the Giants will 
go only as far as Manning leads them. 

Manning is not leading the Giants from week to 
week. He is merely aboard the train, rarely playing 
the role of conductor, usually taking a passenger 
seat while other players take command. In Week 4, 
Manning struggled (3-for-9 in the second half), 
but the defense had 12 sacksina 
win over the Eagles. In the 


Manning is merely 
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When was the last time Manning did something that blew you away? Still thinking? 


wall, allowing Burress to run 
free into the end zone. 


Giants’ 35-24 victory over the 
Jets last Sunday, Manning was 
nothing special (13-for-25, 186 


aboard the train, 


It was the kind of play that 
made people at Giants Stadium 


yards, two touchdowns, one 


rarely playing the 


go, “Wow; Manning doesn't 


interception), but wide receiver 
Plaxico Burress was brilliant. 


role of conductor, 


make enough of those plays. 
And he still does too many 


Burress scored the go-ahead 
touchdown with a scintillating 


usually taking a 


things that make you go, “Huh?” 
Like the interception he threw 


individual effort, turning a sim- 
ple swing pass into a 53-yard 
touchdown. After catching the 
ball, Burress gave a classic stiff-arm to Jets corner- 
back Andre Dyson, who slid down Burress’ body 
like one of those cartoon characters running into a 
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passenger seat. 


against the Jets just 28 seconds 
before halftime. The Giants 
were in their own territory, los- 
ing 14-7, and they could not afford a turnover. So 
what did Manning do? He dropped back to pass 
and never took his eyes off receiver Amani Toomer, 


staring at him like he was the Mona Lisa. Reading 
Manning’s eyes, linebacker Jonathan Vilma 
stepped in front of Toomer for a pick that set up a 
gift field goal and gave the Jets a 17-7 lead. 

Rookie quarterbacks make mistakes like that. 
Franchise quarterbacks in their fourth season 
aren't supposed to. 

“I missed Vilma,’ Manning said after the game. 
“T saw Toomer break, I thought I had him. Just a 
bad decision. You can't afford to do that with 28 
seconds left until halftime. Just throw it away. You 
cant turn it over and give them easy points.’ 

That's something starlike about Manning: He 
always faces the questions, win or lose. He plays in 
pain, as he did earlier this season with a shoulder 
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injury against Green Bay. He wants to be great, 
and just like his big brother Peyton who is great, 
Eli will watch film until his eyes turn blood- 
shot. 

But unlike Peyton, Eli lacks consistent accu- 
racy—and it’s the most obvious flaw in his 
game. Last season, he completed a career-high 
57.7 percent of his throws, and this year he has 
lifted that slightly to 58.6 percent. Giants 
coaches believe he needs to complete 60 per- 
cent of his passes to take the next step as a quar- 
terback. 

So far, the Giants’ choice of Manning has 
worked out like a guy going to an ice cream 
shop with 48 flavors and picking vanilla. There's 
nothing wrong with vanilla, but it doesn't make 
you go, “Wow.” 

Its unfair to measure Eli against Peyton, who 
will finish his career as one of the greatest quar- 
terbacks ever. But it’s not unfair to judge him 
against quarterbacks such as Tony Romo of the 
Cowboys and Vince Young of the Titans, who 
became NFL starters after Manning and look 
destined for bigger things. 

Manning has helped breathe life back into 
the Giants, who are 3-2. They could make the 
playoffs for the third consecutive season. But 
for Manning to be worth the steep price the 
Giants paid to get him, he must become one of 
the game’s best quarterbacks, good enough to 
lead them to a Super Bowl, good enough to 
make you say, “Wow.” SN 


Sf yeedreads 


Eric Mangini is making a mistake if he doesn't 
replace Chad Pennington with Kellen Clemens. 
The Jets’ season is slipping away, and 
Pennington’s three interceptions cost his team a 
victory against the Giants. 


There is a new Steel Curtain in Pittsburgh. In 
three home games, the Steelers have surren- 
dered just one touchdown, and the players love 
the new schemes devised by coach Mike Tomlin 
and coordinator Dick LeBeau. 


Which will come first: Halloween or the 
Dolphins’ first victory? I'll take Halloween—and 
Miami might still be looking for a win come 
Thanksgiving. 

With Kurt Warner at quarterback, the Cardinals 
have a chance to make the playoffs. Regardless 
of Matt Leinart’s health, coach Ken Whisenhunt 
owes it to the long-suffering Cardinals franchise 
to stick with Warner, the guy who can win now. 


Stick a fork in the 0-4 Saints. Even an open 


week didn't give Sean Payton, Drew Brees and 
Reggie Bush enough time to fix the offense. 


When Colts RB Kenton 
Keith wants advice, he asks 
one of his cousins. Keith 
has two older cousins with 
NFL experience as running 
backs: Houston's Ahman 
Green and former 49ers star Roger Craig. 
Signed as a free agent after four years in the 
Canadian Football League, Keith has been a 
pleasant surprise for the Colts, rushing effec- 
tively when Joseph Addai has been injured or in 
need of a rest. With Addai out against the Bucs 
last week, Keith rushed for 121 yards and scored 
twice. Keith's emergence eases coach Tony 
Dungy’s concerns about Addai wearing down 
late in the season. ® Coming off an open week, 
Vikings coach Brad Childress badly needs a 
win Sunday at Chicago. Minnesota is 7-13 since 
Childress took over in 2006, and fans have 
grown impatient. Owner Zygi Wilf gave Chil- 
dress the dreaded vote of confidence last week. 
Stay tuned. & Cowboys owner Jerry Jones 
looks shrewd for hiring offensive coordinator 
Jason Garrett away from the Dolphins before 
Wade Phillips was hired as head coach. Though 
Garrett had never been a coordinator before 
this season and had only two years of NFL 
coaching experience, his play-calling has been 
effective and unpredictable, and 
he enjoys a great rapport with i" 
QB Tony Romo. Whenever Phil- 
lips departs, Garrett could be 
the Cowboys’ next head coach. 
In: passing situations, the 
Giants are using backup DE 
Justin Tuck and SLB Mathias 
Kiwanuka to complement 
standout edge rushers Michael 
Strahan and Osi Umenyiora. 
Tuck lines up inside while 
Kiwanuka, a converted end, 
creeps near the line and rushes 
the passer. The scheme led to 12 
sacks against the Eagles in Week 
4, and the Giants believe few 
teams can block their new fear- 
some foursome consistently, § 
Dolphins RB Ronnie Brown has 
dropped 10 pounds since last 
season, and the results have 
been noticeable. A quicker 
Brown is averaging 5.1 yards 
per carry and had 114 rushing 
yards against the Texans last 
week. Brown has been a consis- 


tent performer in an 
offense that has been woe- 
ful. > As if the Patriots 
werent strong enough 
already, SS Rodney Harri- 
son has returned from 
serving a four-game suspension for violating 
the NFLs banned substances policy. James 
Sanders has performed well as the starter, but 
Harrison is a team leader and one of the game's 
hardest hitters. Harrison has plenty of time to 
round into game shape before the Patriots 
November 4 showdown at Indianapolis. 
Chiefs rookie WR Dwayne Bowe has been more 
productive than the two receivers drafted ahead 
of him: Detroit’s Calvin Johnson and Miami's 
Ted Ginn. Opponents must respect Bowe as a 
deep threat, which has created more operating 
room for TE Tony Gonzalez. Bowe, who is 6-2, 
teams with Gonzalez to give QB Damon Huard 
two big targets in the red zone. ® The Raiders 
are atop the AFC West at 2-2 and could easily be 
3-1 if not for an overtime loss to Denver. Lane 
Kiffin has quickly earned the respect of veterans 
despite being the league's youngest coach (32). 
If the Raiders win Sunday at San Diego, they 
will move above .500 for the first time since they 
were 2-1 in 2004. 


C= % 
Keith’s success? To some extent, it’s relative. 


The Cardinals are for real. For more on why Clifton Brown thinks 
coach Ken Whisenhunts first team has a legitimate shot at the 
playoffs, read his online column at sportingnews.com. 
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FS Fantasy Source Football, your online fantasy authority: fantasy.sportingnews.conVnil. 


Fantasy Source 


Don't be 
because there's 


no plus in a surplus. 


possessive about your backup backs 


Get busy dealing 
or get busy dying 


By Chris Bahr 


cbahr@ sportingnews.com 


addal | isa ieee but don’t hesitate to trim 
extra backs after the open-week crunch. 


f you're that owner who develops ulcers in the 

third round of your draft while trying to 

select a No. 2 running back—and then dis- 

covers later that your No. 1 and 3 backs share 

the same open week—I offer this advice as we 
enter Week 6: Check yourself into a hospital. 
Now. 

That’s because this is the first of two six-team 
open-date weeks (Week 8 is the other) and some 
of fantasy’s prime-time backs (Joseph Addai, Wil- 
lie Parker, Travis Henry and Frank Gore) are 
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unavailable. Factor in injuries to several other run- 
ning backs, and there isn’t a more important time 
to have depth. As we all know, running backs win 
fantasy championships. 

That said, a wise owner should be looking to 
deal his depth the minute Week 8 is in the books. 
Sure, the open weeks continue until Week 10, but 
it’s never too early to start priming your roster for 
a playoff run. It just doesn't make sense to over- 
stock your bench with guys who potentially could 
upgrade your roster through a trade or two. 

I'm not advising you to deal away your top 
backup running backs, and I'm not telling you to 
leave yourself thin in case of injury. But let me 
introduce you to the Sam’ Club rule: There's an 
advantage to buying in bulk (ask any parent how 
nice those 160 packs of diapers are), but there also 
is such a thing as surplus. (Does anyone really 
need a 12-pound tub of chocolate pudding?) 

I'll use one of my rosters as an example. This 
league allows me to start two running backs and a 
flex player (almost always a running back). I'll 
start Addai, Brandon Jacobs and Marion Barber in 
Week 7. But after Week 8, why should I allow 
DeShaun Foster, Leon Washington, Earnest Gra- 
ham, Kenny Watson and DeShawn Wynn to waste 
away as reserves when all are valuable commodi- 
ties? 

The goal in fantasy football is to field the best 
possible starting lineup, not to have the most pro- 
ductive bench. SN 


No help whatsoever. 


RB 


games after open 


we 


seasons . He 
averaged 89.7 yards 
in the other 45 
games during that 
span. The Bengals 


we 


and play at Kansas 
City on Sunday. 


A PHONE WITHOUT ESPN MVP IS L 
LAST YEAR’S SCOUTING REPORT. | 


{ 
i The production of 
| Cowboys TE Jason 
| Witten won't suffer if 
} and when WR Terry 
* — Glenn returns from 
his latest knee sur- 
gery. After Tony Romo became the Cowboys’ 
starting quarterback last season, Witten’s 
reception total rose because he no longer had 
to block for the immobile Drew Bledsoe— 
and Glenn was healthy at that time. > The 
Chargers led the NFL in sacks in 2006, but 
their pass rush hasn't been nearly as prolific 
this season. And the team’s secondary is 
being exposed because of it. That unit has 
given up eight passing touchdowns in the 
past four games. Without more pressure, the 
Chargers will be a mediocre fantasy defense. 
WR Reggie Brown ranks among fantasy’s 
most disappointing starters, but don’t dump 
him yet. The Eagles still like to throw, and 
they need to throw to Brown to be effective. 
—Roger Kuznia 


THAT COUNTS 


61.7 


Average rushing 
yards by Bengals 


in 


eks the past three 


re off in Week 5 


FROM LEFT: ALBERT DICKSON / SN; JOHN FROSCHAUER / AP 


“ 
ian 1, QB, Louisville; 6-4,226 > 40 time: 4.95 
ole Has a strong arm and makes all the throws with zip and accu- 
racy. Has great footwork and delivery and a quick release. Passes seem to 
burst from his hand and reach receivers in a flash, Stays relaxed and poised 
in the pocket; doesn't panic under pressure. Has the size and strength to 
make strong throws with defenders grabbing at him. Can tuck the ball and 
scramble; is not afraid to lower his shoulder and fight for yardage. 

Weaknesses: Has struggled to stay healthy throughout his college career. 
Will occasionally stare down a primary receiver, allowing defenders to close 
quickly and make plays. Sometimes is deliberate with his throwing motion, 
slowing down enough to allow linemen to tip passes. 

Bottom line: The son of a coach, Brohm has great technique and seldom 
makes a bad decision. He's athletic and smart—a future NFL star. 


— War Room scouts 


Michigan OT Jake 
Long is playing like 
a late first- or early 
second-round pick 
after looking slow 
and stiff early this 
season. He's moy- 
ing his feet much better and 
blocking with better knee bend 
and leverage. > Alabama WR DJ 
Hall has the height (6-3) and 
speed NFL scouts love, but he 
hasn't been a consistent impact 
player this season. He's not play- 
ing poorly, but he needs to take 
his game up a notch to make sure 
hes a first-day pick and in the 
conversation about the top 
receivers. Oregon — State 
RB Yvenson Bernard has carried 
the Beavers’ pro-style offense this 
season as the team adjusts to a 
new quarterback. He’ not tall 
(5-9), but he’s solidly built and 
shows good strength and balance 
to stay on his feet and gain yards 
after contact. He has improved 


By War Room scouts a 


his draft status 
from likely free 
agent to a fourth- 
or fifth-round 
pick. > Indiana 
CBs Tracy Porter 
and Leslie Majors 
have shown the ability to cover 
man-to-man and are proving 
they have the physical ability to 
play in the NFL. Porter is faster 
and more athletic than Majors 
but isn’t nearly as technically 
sound and doesn't play with 
Majors’ toughness or aggressive- 
ness. If they post good sprint 
times this spring, they could 
move up from fifth- or sixth- 
round prospects. > Texas A&M 
DT Henry Smith is a strong, ath- 
letic 315-pounder who is solid at 
the point of attack and has the 
athleticism to defeat blocks and 
make plays. He's not going to 
blow up plays in the backfield, 
but he has played well enough to 
become a second-day pick. 


Get the latest draft analysis and rankings by subscribing 
m to Pro Football War Room at sportingnews.com/nfl. 
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AFC 


BUFFALO BILLS With the loss of Peerless Price to season- 
ending neck surgery, WRs Josh Reed and Roscoe Parrish 
will have even larger roles in the offense. Both are better 
suited to play in the slot than split wide, but they are sure- 
handed and run well after the catch. Reed isn’t fast but has 
the bulk and strength to beat press coverage. Parrish (5-9, 
171) lacks size but has great speed and has improved his 
route running. UNDERACHIEVING: RE Aaron Schobel hasn't 
played up to the standard that put him in the Pro Bow! last 
season. Opponents are paying more attention to Schobel, 
using tight ends or backs to double-team him, but he must 
do more to impact games. The team badly needs him to 
boost its nonexistent pass rush. —Allen Wilson 


M!AM! DOLPHINS Cleo Lemon will replace QB Trent Green, 
who suffered his second serious concussion in 13 months 


Sunday. Lemon is a solid pocket passer with good accuracy } cone STORY: Bills 


and decent athleticism, but some wonder if he has the big- 
play ability and consistency to be a starter. The coaches haye 
been impressed by rookie John Beck, who is extremely ac- 
curate, but the team would like to bring him along slowly. 
Coaches hope he will develop into a franchise quarterback. 
UNDERACHIEVING: OLB Joey Porter missed much of camp 
while rehabilitating from a knee injury and hasn't been able 
to grow comfortable in any defined role. He’ finally getting 
active in all the packages, which could allow him to be less 
predictable when rushing the passer. —Jeff Darlington 


ee 11 games ‘as a 
rookie with a broken foot, 
has the quickness to 
penetrate gaps and make 
plays. He must be stronger 
against double-teams and 
running plays straight at 
him, but he should only 
improve with experience. 


NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS When RB Laurence Maroney 
(groin) gets healthy, look for him to share time with Sammy 
Morris because Morris gives the team a different look. When 
Maroney is in, the team employs zone blocking to take ad- 
vantage of his cutback ability. When Morris plays, straight- 
ahead power schemes are used. ... CB Ellis Hobbs (5-9, 195) 
rarely lets his lack of size affect him in coverage, but it some- 
times hurts him in the open field because he’s vulnerable to 
stiff-arms. UNDERACHIEVING: WR Donte’ Stallworth has 
largely sputtered because he has been unable to create sepa- 
ration. He didn't catch his first touchdown pass until Week 
5. Stallworth has shown an ability to break tackles, but he 
needs to get his hands on the ball more. —John Tomase 


NEW YORK JETS The lack of a viable running game is put- 
ting too much pressure on QB Chad Pennington. His intel- 
ligence and accuracy make him a tremendous game man- 
ager, but he is trying to play beyond his capabilities and is 
making more and more mistakes. ... Backup NT Sione 
Pouha, who missed last season after having knee surgery, is 
much lighter this year and has a better knowledge of the sys- 
tem. He weighs about 300 pounds and might be even better 
if he were a little bigger. UNDERACHIEVING: OLB Bryan 
Thomas must adjust to opponents focusing on him. His 
speed makes him a viable edge rusher, but he needs to over- 
come the extra blockers being assigned to him to make the 
team’s 3-4 defense work. —J.P Pelzman 
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Whether it was spontaneous or calculated, 
Marvin Lewis’ use of the dirtiest S-word in 
sports—selfish—echoed through the Bengals’ 
open week. 

The coach tore through his team with a locker- 
room tirade following the Bengals’ one-sided loss 
to New England. “Nowhere in the NFL,” Lewis 
insisted, “do guys act like this.” 

Lewis was absolutely right to say what he did, 
but it was like the bartender yelling at the drunk 
after serving him 15 beers. 

Lewis has been the enabler since taking the 
Bengals reins in 2003. And even while identifying 
the problem this time, he did more enabling by 
declining to identify the main culprit: wide receiver 
Chad Johnson. 

Johnson placing his own stardom above team 
success has defined the Bengals during Lewis’ ten- 
ure, much more so than the long string of arrests 
that made them a national punch line. 

Lewis has blown several opportunities to con- 
tain the problem and did it again last week when 
asked if it were unfair for Johnson to be the pri- 
mary suspect in any Cincinnati selfishness contro- 
versy, “Yeah, it’s unfair,’ Lewis said. 


Lewis’ enabling of Johnson only 
makes things worse for the Bengals 


Maybe its hope- 
less. 

Johnson's _ selfish- 
ness fueled a reported 
halftime blowup dur- 
ing the Bengals’ 2005 
playoff loss to Pitts- 
burgh—the —_ team’s 
only recent playoff 
appearance. His his- 
trionics have persisted 
through the Bengals’ 
1-3 start this season, 
including an embarrassing celebratory leap into 
Cleveland’s Dawg Pound during a shocking loss to 
the Browns and an overwrought argument with 
quarterback Carson Palmer during the New Eng- 
land game. 

Many Cincinnati fans love Johnson. They wear 
his No. 85 jersey as though it were the Shroud of 
Turin. They look forward to his ridiculous perfor- 
mance art following almost every touchdown. 

Johnson apparently does have support in the 
Bengals’ locker room. That makes it difficult for 
another player, such as Palmer or offensive tackle 


Neither friends (Palmer) nor foes are immune to Johnson’s theatrics. 


Willie Anderson, to call him out. In the offseason 
following the playoff loss, Lewis assured reporters 
that the player who leaked Johnsons tantrum 
would not return. It’s clear the team is not willing 
to take a stand regarding his behavior. 

Lewis is a better coach than many fans, crushed 
by the Bengals’ three-game losing streak, want to 
believe. They forget that none of his four previous 
Cincinnati teams has endured a losing season. But 
if Lewis wants to be an even better coach, he must 
take command. This is a football team he’s run- 
ning—not a dance team. —Mike DeCourcy 


AFC 


BALTIMORE RAVENS QB Steve McNair hasn't found the 
groove he was in a year ago, and it might be a good time to 
give RB Willis McGahee more carries. McNair has been inac- 
curate and getting a lot of passes batted down. ... 
TE Quinn Sypniewski has provided a boost at a position hit 
hard by injuries. A second-year player, Sypniewski (6-6, 270) 
was drafted to be a blocker. But he has worked to improve his 
hands and knows how to find open holes in zones. UNDER- 
ACHIEVING: OLB Terrell Suggs has yet to record a sack. He has 
forced hurried throws but hasn't been able to finish off quar- 
terbacks. Suggs has had difficulty getting linemen off his 
body. He’ in the last year of his contract, and there is specula- 
tion he has been bothered by negotiations. —Mike Preston 


CINCINNAT! BENGALS RT Willie Anderson’s Pro Bowl 
streak—he has made the past four—is in jeopardy because a 
right heel injury won't allow him to play at a high level. He 
lacks explosiveness in his blocks and can’t change direction as 
quickly as he wants. ... SLB Dhani Jones made an immediate 
impact with 13 tackles in two games after replacing 
Lemar Marshall (Achilles’). Jones has good speed and range 
and the toughness needed to shut down outside runs. 
UNDERACHIEVING: RE Justin Smith’s production (17 tackles, 
no sacks) hasn't matched his status—or salary—as the team’s 
franchise player. Smith has a nonstop motor and good speed 
but struggles against athletic tackles because he lacks coun- 
termoves as a pass rusher. —Chick Ludwig 
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> COMEBACK STORY: 

Browns OLB e 
est, who is returning 

from back surgery, played a 
major role in the team’s 
Week 4 upset of the 
Ravens. McGinest, 35, no 
longer is an imposing 
playmaker, but he’s smart 
and tough against the run. 


® CLEVELAND BROWNS wR Braylon Edwards is inching clos- 


er to stardom for three reasons: He's two years past knee sur- 
gery; he diligently follows a complex training regimen; and 
coordinator Rob Chudzinski understands how to use him. ... 
Ryan Tucker (6-6, 318), back from a four-game suspension, 
can help anywhere on the offensive line. Last Sunday, he 
rotated at right tackle. Tucker combines good size and strength 
with functional athleticism. As a tackle, hes yulnerable to 
athletic edge rushers. UNDERACHIEVING: When healthy, 
LE Orpheus Roye is a strong two-gap end. When hurting—hes 
nursing an injured knee—he still uses quick hands to func- 
tion, but his effectiveness is reduced. He needs rest as part ofa 
rotation, but the team is thin up front. —Steve Doerschuk 


PITTSBURGH STEELERS RB Najeh Davenport has been a 
nice complement to Willie Parker. Davenport has been im- 
pressive running inside and gaining tough yards, especially 
in the second half—something the Steelers have desperately 
needed. He also has been productive as a receiver. ... The 
open week comes at an excellent time for the team. 
WRs Hines Ward (knee) and Santonio Holmes (hamstring), 
NT Casey Hampton (hamstring) and SS Troy Polamalu (rib) 
missed Sunday’s game but should be recovered in time to 
play October 21 at Denver. UNDERACHIEVING: WR Nate 
Washington started the past two games in place of Ward and 
didn’t make an impact. He's being held back by questionable 
hands and a lack of concentration. —Gerry Dulac 
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Se Eee Dunta Robinson 
Texans CB has developed into 
Dunta Robinson / one of the best 


: wwe! —_cornerbacks in the 
league. A leader on and off the field, he is a big part 
of the Texans’ improved defense. 


SN: Do you watch any corners, try to learn from 
them? 

ROBINSON: The only cornerback that I watched 
most of the offseason was Champ Bailey. I just 
wanted to see what made him good consistently, 
year in and year out. You can tell hes a smart 
player, that he studies, with the way he plays and 
with the interceptions he gets. He knows when to 
jump routes, he knows when to be in position. 

SN: Studying film is big for you, isn’t it? 

ROBINSON: That's one of the things I learned 
from Aaron Glenn when I was a rookie (2004). He 
taught me how to study and taught me how to 
watch film. He would always tell me, “Everybody's 
good. How are you going to separate yourself?” 
You find out what that means when you get out on 
the field and everything starts moving. 

SN: I read about a big hit you had on Denver 


AFPCSOUTH _ 


HOUSTON TEXANS TE Owen Daniels is getting more in- 
volved in the passing game with WRs Andre Johnson (knee) 
and Jacoby Jones (shoulder) out. Daniels struggled with 
drops early in the season but has been solid lately, including 
last week when he had six catches for 96 yards. Receiving is 
his strength, but he is a solid blocker, too. ... The team needs 
RB Ahman Green (knee) back. During the past three games, 
Ron Dayne averaged 3.3 yards per carry, and Samkon Gado 
averaged 2.2. UNDERACHIEVING: CB DeMarcus Faggins 
has been solid against the run but sometimes lets a receiver 
get a few steps away from him. That has led to some big 
plays. Faggins bounces back well but must become more 
consistent. —Megan Manfull 


!NDIANAPOLIS COLTS Matt Giordano played effectively in 
place of SS Bob Sanders (rib) last Sunday. Giordano might 
be the fastest player on a team replete with speed—and he's 
instinctive and a big hitter. At this point, he’s more effective 
in run support than coverage. ... The linebackers are beat 
up, but reserves Rocky Boiman and Tyjuan Hagler played 
well in the win over the Bucs. Boiman is solid in run sup- 
port, and Hagler has the speed to run down ballcarriers and 
play well in coverage. UNDERACHIEVING: Rookie DT Quinn 
Pitcock has been slow to contribute. He has played well in 
practice but didn't suit up for a game until last Sunday. As he 
develops, Pitcock should be a factor against the run. He has 
decent size (6-2, 299) and good strength. —Mike Chappell 


Robinson doesn’t just lay the smack on 
receivers. He gets some picks, too. 


> COMEBACK STORY: 
MLB Mike Peterson has 
resumed his role as one of 
the Jaguars’ top tacklers 
after missing most of 2006 


with a torn pectoral muscle. 


He appears stronger and 
still makes plays sideline to 
sideline, but his size (6-1, 
235) sometimes limits his 
ability to shed blockers. 


A quick study in Houston 


fullback Kyle Johnson your rookie year. What do 
you remember about that one? 

ROBINSON: I thought I was going to get what we 
call a kill shot—hit him when he wasn't looking— 
but I guess I came up too late. He caught the ball and 
turned around and looked at me, but by that time I 
was already full speed, so I thought, “Ah, well, here 
goes nothing” So I just ran into him as hard as I 
could. I knocked him back, and I fell sideways. 

SN: Whos the toughest guy to square up on and 
hit hard? 

ROBINSON: I would say Marvin (Harrison), 
without a doubt. He’ so shifty and so crafty, you 
cant really get your hands on him, and he'll never 
let you get the big hit on him. He'll catch the ball 
and go right to the ground. 

SN: After starting 0-3 last year, you guys are 
over .500. That has to feel good. 

ROBINSON: It’s not a feeling weve had often 
around here. It makes you play a little bit harder 
every single game because you want to have that 
feeling week in and week out. Losing is not accept- 
able to guys in this locker room. Losing is not 
acceptable to our coaching staff. This is how you 
become a winner. —Ryan Fagan 


JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS The club has used a one-back 
set with FB Greg Jones lined up in the backfield and 
RB Maurice Jones-Drew split wide. The formation works 
because it spreads out the defense and the quarterback can 
throw to Jones-Drew on screen passes and routes under- 
neath. ... At 6-7, 310, DT Tony McDaniel is as physically 
imposing as DTs Marcus Stroud and John Henderson but 
not as strong. McDaniel has good quickness but is not as 
technically sound. UNDERACHIEVING: LE Bobby McCray 
hasn't been very productive (three tackles in four games). He 
appears to be playing tentatively, afraid to make a mistake. 
Instead of using his natural skills, McCray is trying to make 
his talent fit the club’s system. —Michael C. Wright 


TENNESSEE TITANS DE Travis LaBoy is off to a good start 
because he is faster and fresher this season. LaBoy is in the 
260-pound range—about 15 lighter than last year—which 
has made him quicker off the edge. He also is playing about 
30 snaps a game compared with about 60 last year. ... 
MLB Ryan Fowler is physical, clogs up the middle and has 
good range. He helps free up OLBs Keith Bulluck and David 
Thornton to make plays. UNDERACHIEVING: TE Ben Troupe 
was expected to be a weapon in the offense but has just two 
catches and has fallen behind Bo Scaife and Ben Hartsock 
in the eyes of the coaching staff. Troupe is a gifted athlete but 
doesn't consistently run good routes and sometimes has 
trouble concentrating. —Jim Wyatt 
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Finding a running Lane 


Everybody knows the Raider Way on offense 
calls for a whole slew of passes—the longer, the 
better. Everybody, that is, except new coach Lane 
Kiffin. After Oakland’s pass-happy performance in 
his debut as coach—a situation partly necessitated 
by falling behind, 17-0, against Detroit—the 
Raiders have changed their identity, force-feeding 
opponents a heavy dose of the run. It’s not working 
out too shabbily for them so far. Coming out of 
their open week, they led the league with a robust 
194.2 rushing yards per game. —Katie Koss 


FEARLESS FORECAST 


Tennessee at Tampa Bay. Both teams are much- 
improved on defense and rely on the running game and 
mobile quarterbacks to move the ball on offense. The 
Titans will win because they will be a bit better at the 
point of attack with their strong front four and 
underrated offensive line. Titans 17, Bucs 13. 
Washington at Green Bay. Because they have a 
limited passing game, the Redskins must rely on the 


299 


YARDS 


49 rushes 


41 rushes 


AFCWEST  — 


DENVER BRONCOS Rookie DT Marcus Thomas lacked ex- 
plosiveness off the snap and had technique issues with his 
stance at the start of the season, but hes improving. His 
quickness and athleticism—he has done a standing backflip 
in practice despite weighing 315 pounds—makes him better 
suited for a penetrating scheme than the Broncos’ two-gap 
system, but he is gaining the coaches’ trust and could be a 
starter at some point this season. UNDERACHIEVING: 
DE Simeon Rice was brought in to provide a boost to the 
pass rush, but he has rarely provided much of a burst off the 
edge on passing downs and has been a liability against the 
run. Teams have been able to handle him with a tackle and 
an occasional chip from a running back. —Lee Rasizer 


KANSAS CITY CHIEFS The team is costing itself valuable 
field position with bad kickoff returns. The problem is the 
result of using rookies and other young players on the return 
unit and shuffling personnel frequently. Coaches need to 
settle on players and stick with them. ... Kris Wilson is miscast 
as a fullback. He doesn't have the skills to be effective as a lead 
blocker in short-yardage situations. UNDERACHIEVING: The 
blocking has been suspect, but RB Lary Johnson isn’t helping 
himself by dancing around looking for room to run. He 
didn’t always get good blocking the past two seasons, but he 
often was able to make his own hole. This could be a sign that 
his heavy workload is taking a toll. Johnson hasn't been as 
quick to the hole when one is there. —Adam Teicher 
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For in-depth analysis of every game, 
every week, subscribe to Pro Football 


War Room at sportingnews.com/nfl, 


run. Conversely, the Packers rely on Brett Favre's arm. 
The Packers’ front seven is physical enough to slow 
down Washington's rushing attack, but the aggressive 
Redskins will have trouble containing Favre and his 
receivers. Packers 20, Redskins 14. 

New England at Dallas. This potential Super Bowl 
preview will have big-game intensity. Both offenses 
have been all but unstoppable—and both defenses 
have their share of playmakers. Tom Brady and Tony 
Romo will remain cool and productive for four 
quarters, but the Patriots’ experience and talent edge 
will win out. Patriots 30, Cowboys 27. 

Houston at Jacksonville. The Texans are much 
improved but may be only the fourth-best team in 
the tough AFC South. The Jaguars’ physical defense 
will keep Houston’s banged-up offense down, and 
Fred Taylor and Maurice Jones-Drew will churn out 
yards, Jaguars 20, Texans 13. —Vinnie lyer 


> COMEBACK STORY: 
Concerns that Broncos 
LT Matt Lepsis might not 
retain his quickness after 
returning from knee surgery 
have dissipated. Lepsis is 
running well on screens 
and outside pulls. He 
mirrors well in pass 
protection and has been 
able to anchor his inside 
leg for leverage. 


OAKLAND RAIDERS The Raiders have three starting- 


caliber running backs in LaMont Jordan, Justin Fargas and 
Dominic Rhodes, who just finished a four-game suspension. 
Jordan is the unquestioned primary back—provided his sore 
back holds up—and has the best receiving skills. But coach 
Lane Kiffin won't hesitate to lean on the other two. Rhodes 
has a little more speed than Jordan but doesn't have Jordans 
power. Fargas is the fastest of the three. UNDERACHIEVING: 
After a slow start in which he struggled in coverage and 
missed too many tackles, CB Fabian Washington was demot- 
ed to nickel back. The Raiders might have made the move to 
motivate Washington to work harder. It’s also possible they 
will consider trading him. —Steve Corkran 


SAN DIEGO CHARGERS The beleaguered defensive backs 


played better against the Broncos last Sunday, keeping the ball 
in front of them and making tackles more consistently. No 
cornerback has an interception, but the safeties have five. ... 
RB Michael Turner ran for 147 yards against Denver, showing 
big-play ability and triggering thoughts of what he could do 
with 300 carries. For now, Turner will have to settle for being 
LaDainian Tomlinson’s backup. UNDERACHIEVING: Second- 
year CB Antonio Cromartie should be showing more prog- 
ress. He has better speed and natural talent than any other 
defensive back on the team but is not a good tackler and 
breaks down in coverage. He has made some nice plays as the 
nickel back but lacks the consistency to start. —Kevin Acee 
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By Greg Cosell 
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VY | Memo to Andy Reid: Run the ball more 


The Eagles’ offense needs a makeover. Coach 
Andy Reid's pass-first philosophy does not best 
utilize the talents of his personnel. 

Watch film of the Philadelphia offense and what 
you instantly notice is how much press coverage 
opposing cornerbacks have played against wide 
receivers Reggie Brown and Kevin Curtis. It has 
been the defining feature of the Eagles’ three losses. 
The only team that did not play press coverage was 
Detroit; the result was a 42-point first half and the 
Eagles’ only win of the season. 

Curtis and Brown are both straight-line run- 
ners who do not have the great agility and strength 
to immediately defeat press corners. Consequently, 
they do not define their routes quickly enough for 
Donovan McNabb. 

And McNabb has never been an anticipation 
passer. He is what I call an “uncover” quarterback. 
He waits until his receivers begin to break open 
before he pulls the trigger; he needs to see the throw. 
With his receivers blanketed well into their routes, 
McNabb is not comfortable delivering the ball. 

The result is the pass rush closes in on him, and 
because of his ACL injury a year ago he has lost the 
mobility that allowed him to break down a defense 


on the move. The 2007 McNabb is a pocket quar- 
terback without the complete skill set to succeed 
that way. His lack of anticipation combines with 
his inconsistent accuracy to produce a passing 
game that can't function with any dependability 
against press coverage. 

Its time to work from the ground up: Run the 
football first. Split carries between Brian 
Westbrook and Correll Buckhalter and play to the 
run-blocking strength of the line. We always think 
big plays come out of the passing game, but 
Westbrook provides an explosive component as a 
runner. 

In addition, Reid should increase the number of 
snaps Westbrook and Buckhalter are on the field 
together. That pairing allows the Eagles to main- 
tain the power running element with Buckhalter 
while forcing the defense to account for West- 
brook as a receiver outside the formation. 

A commitment to the run also dictates cover- 
ages better suited to the talents of Curtis and 
Brown. The more the Eagles run, the more 
defenses put eight men in the box and go with 
single high safety coverage schemes—which 
means less press coverage on the outside. That's 


When McNabb’s receivers are covered, he now 
lacks the mobility to buy extra time. 


what the Eagles need to see for their passing game 
to have a chance. 


Greg Cosell of NFL Films analyzes coaching tape 
and is executive producer of State Farm NFL Matchup. 
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DALLAS COWBDYS CB Jacques Reeves stepped in nicely 
last month for Terence Newman (foot). Now that Newman is 
ready to start, the team still needs Reeves in the lineup be- 
cause of CB Anthony Henry's injured ankle. Reeves has excel- 
lent speed and has improved his technique. He aggressively 
attacks the ball in the air. ... The team hopes the return of 
OLB Greg Ellis (Achilles}) will draw double-teams away from 
OLB DeMarcus Ware. For now, Ellis will be used only on 
passing downs. UNDERACHIEVING: In the first four games, 
LT Flozell Adams was called for seven penalties, which is far 
too many for a player with his talent and experience. When 
he plays with focus and intensity, Adams is a terrific run 
blocker and a good pass protector. —Jean-Jacques Taylor 


NEW YORK GIANTS The team is using Osi Umenyiora at 
spots other than right end. He can stand up just off the line 
in a linebacker stance and use his speed against tackles or 
move inside and use his strength to bull-rush guards and 
centers. ... SS James Butler (6-3, 215) is neither a big hitter 
nor a big factor at the line against the run. Butler has decent 
coverage ability and makes up ground with his long strides. 
UNDERACHIEVING: TE Jeremy Shockey reached the end 
zone in Week 5 but hasn't delivered many other memorable 
moments. He has nagging problems with his knees, feet and 
ankles, all of which take away the explosive first step he 
showed earlier in his career. The team needs Shockey to be 
more than a possession receiver. —Paul Schwartz 


} COMEBACK STORY: 

Redskins CB Shz 
ings, shut down last 

year by abdominal and 
shoulder injuries, still can 
back quickly into zones, 
blitz off the edge and cover 
the slot. He may get beaten 
by bigger or faster receivers, 
but he doesn’t make 
mental mistakes. 


PHILADELPHIA EAGLES DT Mike Patterson rarely makes 
the highlight shows but is one of the team’s most consistent 
defenders. In his third year, Patterson continues to improve 
against the run. He’ a sure tackler and sets up linemates for 
sacks by collapsing the pocket. ... The team is without 
LG Todd Herremans (knee) for a game or two—not good news 
for an offense that was already struggling. He will be replaced 
by Scott Young or Max Jean-Gilles. UNDERACHIEVING: 
WR Reggie Brown was looking for a breakout season after a 
strong second half in 2006 with QB Jeff Garcia, but Brown 
has 81 receiving yards in four games. He and QB Donovan 
McNabb seem to lack chemistry, and Brown doesn't appear 
to be McNabbs first read on most plays. —Mark Eckel 


WASHINGTON REDSKINS REAndre Carter has four sacks, 
is getting good pressure on the quarterback and is playing 
the run well. He keeps his feet moving, which enables him to 
break contact with blockers. If he maintains this pace, he'll 
force opponents to account for him with two blockers. UN- 
DERACHIEVING: TE Chris Cooley has just 10 catches for 80 
yards (though three were for TDs). With the right side of the 
line being rebuilt, Cooley has had to do more blocking. 
When he does go out on routes, he often finds the safety 
playing over the top of him. The coaches are working to find 
ways to get him into the passing game more often, some- 
times using FB Mike Sellers at tight end and lining up 
Cooley at H-back or splitting him out wide. —Paul Woody 
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Clinton 
Portis 


The absence of right-side linemen Jon Jansen and Randy Thomas has 


made Washington a left-side running team. So, the Packers can bring the 
right safety into the box, which would leave Hawk unblocked on running plays 
and give him free shots on Portis. Portis’ best hope is to run on passing 
downs, when the blocking scheme isn’t so obvious. Advastage: Hawk. 


Titans RG Benji Olson vs. Bucs 
DT Jovan Haye. Tennessee likes 
running inside and will try to go right 
at Haye, an undersized tackle who 
uses speed and quickness to get 
penetration. Haye lacks the power to 
stand up to the Titans’ big backs, so 
the Bucs will try to run stunts up 
front and have Haye crash into the 
inside gaps. The Titans will counter 
by tightening their splits and making 
the gap penetration almost 
impossible, which will force Tampa 
Bay to play the power game. 
Advantage: Olson. 


Raiders C Jake Grove vs. 
Chargers NT Jamal Williams. The 
Raiders like to run the stretch play 
outside to the left, but Grove will 
need help on Williams for that to 
work. Grove will try to secure 
Williams to the right while right 
guard Cooper Carlisle goes straight 
at Williams and tries to cut his legs 
out from under him. The idea is to 
wear out Williams by forcing him to 
play in pursuit. The key for Williams 
is to be quicker than Grove so 
Carlisle can’t get to him. 
Advantage: Williams. 


‘Kitna is a great leader with a big heart, 
but his small hands and lack of arm strength 


More matchups: sportingnews.com/nfl 
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CHICAGO BEARS The team still badly needs playmakers to 
emerge. Expect to see TE Greg Olsen and WR Devin Hester 
more heavily involved. Olsen, a first-round pick who was 
slowed early by a knee sprain, runs good routes and im- 
pressed coaches with his hands in training camp. Hester 
touched the ball on offense just twice through the first five 
games. That's not even enough to make an impact as a decoy. 
UNDERACHIEVING: The team gave RB Cedric Benson the 
No. 1 job this offseason, but he has seemed uninterested at 
times. He has been sloppy with the ball, has lacked explosive 
bursts and simply doesn't have the quickness or open-field 
moves he showed in college. Benson could be a fumble or 
two away from the bench. —Brad Biggs 


DETROIT LIONS Rookie WR Calvin Johnson has proved he 
can make plays, but he still hasn't locked up the No. 3 role, 
much less No, 2. It makes no sense that Johnson isn't on the 
field more. Mike Furrey and Shaun McDonald might know the 
offense better, but they don't come close to Johnson in play- 
making ability. ... LT Jeff Backus is a solid pass protector but 
has trouble at times with speed rushers. He gets good leverage 
on running plays but doesn't dominate over the course of a 
game. UNDERACHIEVING: SLB Boss Bailey needs to be more 
consistent filling gaps against the running game and covering 
his zone against the short passing game. Most of all, he needs 
to be more of a playmaker. He has good speed but needs to 
react more quickly in reading his keys. —Tom Kowalski 
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INSIDERS 


Which early-season standout 
QB is headed for a crash? 


Based on a poll of 
32 team correspondents 


will eventually bring him down.’ 


COMEBACK STORY: 
Vikings WLB 

, who hit camp at 
full speed after rehabilitat- 
ing the torn ACL that 
wrecked his rookie season, 
is as quick as advertised. 
Greenway sometimes has 
trouble against the run, but 
he appears to have big-play 
ability. 


—Chick Ludwig, Dayton Daily News 


GREEN BAY PACKERS RE Kabeer Gbaja-Biamila has adjust- 
ed to life as a situational pass rusher. At 247 pounds, he was a 
liability against the run asa starter, but his speed off the bench 
provides a great change of pace. The new role allows him to 
focus on what he does best—rush the passer. Teams will soon 
have to determine whether they want to double-team him or 
LE Aaron Kampman. UNDERACHIEVING: In his third year, 
ES Nick Collins (5-11, 200) should be emerging as the team’s 
top playmaker. He has cornerback speed and safety size yet 
rarely makes big plays. Improved preparation would help 
Collins see things more clearly and put him in better position 
to make plays. He has been solid, but the club expected more 
than that when it drafted him. —Tom Silverstein 


MINNESOTA VIKINGS LB EJ. Henderson has made a 
smooth transition from the weak side to the middle. He has 
been strong against the run, both in taking on blockers and 
chasing down backs. His coverage hasn't been as good be- 
cause he lacks the speed to make deep drops. ... After missing 
two games, QB Tarvaris Jackson (groin) is expected to start this 
week. The team wants to give him an extended look so it can 
find out whether he’s the quarterback of the future. Jackson 
must improve his reads against blitzes. UNDERACHIEVING: 
RT Ryan Cook, who was decent in ’06 after making the transi- 
tion from center, hasn't shown much improvement this year. 
Cook still looks like a converted center. He's not physical and 
seems to be thinking too much. —Kevin Seifert 
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BRIAN BALDINGER 


Smith is small but fiery—and his will to win is 
unsurpassed. If only he had some help. 


_NFEFCSOUTH 


The most incognito impact player in the NFL 


I got to see one of my top five favorite players 
in the NFL last week, and it’s clear that whatever 
success the Panthers do have is largely because of 
Steve Smith's energy and will to win. Unlike some 
of his high-profile fellow players, Smith cares 
about only one thing—winning. 

I saw Smith last Saturday night, walking down 
St. Charles Street in New Orleans. He was buying 
a pair of socks. No one recognized him and he 
was simply enjoying himself and the surround- 
ings. The fact one of the league’ top wide receiv- 
ers can walk down the street and not draw a 
glance tells you how underappreciated he is. 

For some reason, many fans have a very wrong 
idea about Smith. He is described as a diva or a 
me-me-me guy by a lot of people. That can't be 
further from the truth. I am 6-5 and when I look 
down at him he doesn't look nearly big enough to 
survive in this league. He is fiery, he is competi- 
tive and he will be demonstrative on the field. But 
don't confuse that with the antics you see from 
some guys who care more about themselves and 
their numbers than anything else. 

He's 5-9 and plays like he’s 6-2. He has the best 
vertical jump of any player in this league. The 
Panthers have a competition every training camp 
to measure vertical jump. Smith lets everybody 


in camp go before him and then he beats them 
all. 

The Panthers are 3-2 after beating New Orleans 
on the road. They are nota great team, and I don't 
think David Carr can get them to the playoffs. 
When they are successful, it’s usually when they 
find a way to get Smith involved. He caught only 
four passes but one was for a touchdown, the 
only TD the Panthers scored. Then the extra 
yards he picked up through sheer determination 
on his final catch set up John Kasay’s 52-yard, 
game-winning field goal. That's the kind of 
impact Smith can have. 

The best thing the Panthers can do is get Smith 
a complementary receiver. Dwayne Jarrett and 
Keary Colbert just don't seem to have what it 
takes to take advantage of the way defenses tilt 
toward Smith. He caught 83 passes last year and 
103 the year before. 

Imagine what Smith would be like if he had 
someone such as Reggie Wayne, who helps make 
Marvin Harrison great. 


Brian Baldinger, an offensive lineman for 12 
NFL seasons, can be heard on Sporting News 
Radio and seen on FOX Sports. Listen online at 


radio.sportingnews.com. 


ATLANTA FALCONS Look for QB Byron Leftwich to take over 
soon as the starter. The Falcons may have seen enough of Joey 
Hanington, who has had three picks returned for TDs. Left- 
wich entered the game in the fourth quarter Sunday, but he 
was rusty and missed an open receiver for a touchdown that 
would have tied the score. He has a funky delivery but throws 
a harder pass than Harrington and would give receivers a bet- 
ter chance to make catches before they absorb hits. 
UNDERACHIEVING: RB Jerious Norwood, in his second year, 
had a shot to take over the position from Wanick Dunn, but his 
inability to pick up the new offense cost him that opportunity. 
The Falcons should let Norwood run some stretch plays, get 
on the edge and utilize his speed. —D. Orlando Ledbetter 


CAROLINA PANTHERS First-round pick Jon Beason is 
starting at middle linebacker in place of Dan Morgan (Achil- 
les’), who likely wont return soon. Beason has excellent 
speed and instincts and can make tackles from sideline to 
sideline. ... DeAngelo Williams has replaced Nick Goings as 
the kickoff returner. Williams brings more potential for big 
plays. UNDERACHIEVING: WR Keary Colbert might be run- 
ning out of chances to show he can complement 
WR Steve Smith, who draws double and triple coverage. 
Colbert (6-1, 200) lacks the speed to bea deep threat and the 
size and hands to be a dependable possession receiver. He's 
in the final year of his contract, and the team is making plans 
for the future. —Pat Yasinskas 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS The Saints have struggled in al- 
most every area this season, but dropped passes are at the 
top of the list. The worst offender is WR Devery Henderson. 
Expect more throws to go to WRs David Patten and Lance 
Moore. ... K Olindo Mare has been a huge disappointment. 
The Saints might start looking at replacements because 
coach Sean Payton admitted he is losing confidence in 
Mare. UNDERACHIEVING: QB Drew Brees has not been the 
Saints’ worst player, but his performance has been the most 
unexpected. He has thrown just one touchdown pass with 
nine interceptions. He is forcing throws and losing patience 
with all the inefficiency around him—dropped passes, pen- 
alties and inconsistent pass protection. —Mike Triplett 


TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS The team is feeding off the 
gutty play of QB Jeff Garcia, but he is a lot more daring than 
coaches would like. Nobody wants to dampen Garcia's ag- 
gressiveness and passion, but any hopes for a playoff berth 
depend on him staying healthy. ... The loss of RB Michael 
Pittman (ankle) could be costly. Earnest Graham will get even 
more work, and rookie Kenneth Darby will get some chances. 
The team also will look outside the organization for help. 
UNDERACHIEVING: After finishing strong last year and in 
camp, WR Maurice Stovall has slipped steadily. Stovall has 
great size and the ability to outjump defenders, but a lack of 
speed and inconsistency with catching balls in traffic and 
running routes are holding him back. —Roy Cummings 
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ARIZONA CARDINALS Ken Whisenhunt’s decision to keep 
just two quarterbacks could be costly now that Matt Leinart 
(collarbone) is out. Kurt Wamer isn’t mobile and tends to take 
hits, so a premium will be placed on protecting him. The team 
will scramble to find a backup. ... Reggie Wells has been solid 
after moving from right tackle to left guard in the offseason. 
Wells (6-4, 305) is athletic and moves well for his size. His 
fumble recovery for a TD was a key play in the win at St. Lou- 
is. UNDERACHIEVING: TE Leonard Pope is athletic and has 
good hands but hasn't been a big part of the passing game. 
That should come around as his blocking improves and teams 
have to respect his ability to do both. At 6-8, he has a hard 
time getting low enough to block defenders. —Kent Somers 


ST. LOUIS RAMS Backup Gus Frerotte has temporarily re- 
placed QB Mare Bulger, who was hit often in the first four 
games, suffered broken ribs and was largely ineffective. Bulger 
was antsy in the pocket and misfired on passes he normally 
completes. Frerotte has a strong arm but lacks Bulger’s 
customary accuracy and is even less mobile. ... Coach Scott 
Linehan took over play-calling duties from coordinator Greg 
Olson and sparked the offense last Sunday by using the no- 
huddle frequently. UNDERACHIEVING: It was hoped WR Drew 
Bennett, an expensive free-agent pickup, would be a consis- 
tent threat over the middle, in the red zone and on fades along 
the sideline. But he has only eight catches and his play has 
typified an offense that can't get in sync. —Jim Thomas 
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> COMEBACK STORY: 

Cardinals DE/OLB Bert 
srry has recovered from a 

two-year battle with arm 
and chest injuries and is 
showing the speed and 
quickness that made him 
an elite pass rusher. Berry 
has nice countermoves and 
the ability to make blockers 
pay for bad footwork. 
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SAN FRANCISCO 4SERS Opponents are crowding the line 
and slowing down RB Frank Gore, who is averaging 3.6 
yards per carry after averaging 5.4 in 2006. He will be a 
marked man until the passing game earns the respect of de- 
fenses. ... OLB Parys Haralson has received increased play- 
ing time as a situational pass rusher since the loss of Manny 
Lawson (knee). Haralson is somewhat undersized, but he 
plays aggressively and gets a good push off the edge. 
UNDERACHIEVING: WR Ashley Lelie rarely got on the field 
in the first five games. He is an accomplished deep threat, 
but the team wants him to run better short and medium 
routes oyer the middle and to be more of a presence in the 
running game as a downfield blocker. —Dennis Georgatos 


SEATTLE SEAHAWKS Coaches are praising second-year 
CB Kelly Jennings, who has very good speed and is showing 
strong coverage skills and competitiveness. The biggest con- 
cern about Jennings (5-11, 178) is his lack of bulk. ... Con- 
cerns about RB Shaun Alexander increased after he was lim- 
ited to 25 yards at Pittsburgh. Defenses are stacking their 
fronts to stop Alexander, and things open up only when 
QB Matt Hasselbeck makes them pay. UNDERACHIEVING: At 
the least, the team had expected rookie CB Josh Wilson to be 
the nickel back because of his speed and athletic ability. But 
he has been relegated to dime back duty. Most of his best 
efforts come when he is beaten by receivers and uses his ath- 
leticism to recover. —Clare Farnsworth 
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SCOREBOARD 


SCOUTS VIEWS 


Observations and opinions from 
two NFL scouts, one from each conference 


I love Willie Parker. You're talking about a guy 
who can hit the home run for you. He doesn't have 
great elusiveness in terms of wiggle, a la Reggie 
Bush. But he’s a decisive, downhill runner, and he 
hits the crease at full tilt. ... The Texans have a 
young, up-and-coming team that is going to sur- 
prise a lot of people. Whether that translates to a 
jump from 6-10 last year to 10-6 this year, I don't 
know. I wouldn't go that far. But they have a chance 
to turn their program around and become one of 
the better teams in the league. ... People don't give 
the Patriots’ offensive linemen enough credit. 
They're all extremely bright guys, and they work 
well in tandem. The guy I like is Logan Mankins. He 
says barely two words, but he shows up and goes to 
work. ... It's amazing for a guy of Morten Andersen's 
age to still be going at this level. Their punter, 
Michael Koenen, can handle field goals if they need 
to try some deep bombs. But from 40 yards in, I 
think Mort's got the leg to do it. And he’ got the 
benefit of kicking in a dome going for him. ... 
Dwayne Bowe, the Chiefs’ No. 1 draft pick, has some 
Terrell Owens type of mannerisms in his style of 
play. He kind of runs angry like Terrell. Bowe has 
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Bowe in the T.0. role? Absolutely, and we mean it in the best way possible. 


enough of that receiver kind of swagger that you 
like. ... think the Packers can be successful with- 
out a great running game. The whole concept 
behind the West Coast system from Bill Walsh’s 
theory is if you can throw the ball for 5 yards, you 
don't have to run it for 5 yards. I think they've found 
a way to keep the chains moving by hitting some 
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small stuff, and then they always know Brett Favre 
has some playmakers around him at receiver. ... 
The Chargers have such a talented club on both 
sides of the ball that you would think theyd be able 
to dig out of their early-season hole. But they don't 
have the easiest schedule coming up. Whether they 
can salvage a playoff run remains to be seen. 


NFC WEST 


| Loss | “Monday tThursday +Saturday § Thanksgiving Day 


10/15/07. sol 


Edgar Renteria, Jon Garland and Coco Crisp are just a few of the players expected to be stars in the Hot Stove League. 


It’s time for an on-the-block party 


By Stan McNeal 


smcneal @sportingnews.com 


ith the season down to the final four, 
many fans have already started look- 
ing at next year. You know what that 
means? Endless speculation, nonstop 
rumors and maybe eyen a trade or 
two. Not that I am trying to uproot any of these 
guys, but their names are bound to surface when 
the Hot Stove League heats up. 
Giants 
What he brings: Aurilia has a veteran’s pres- 
ence and versatility and, alas, a declining bat. 
Why he’s expendable: The Giants are turning a 
new page and Aurilia, 36, doesn't fit in their future, 
Where he could land: Only a team willing to 
overpay for an aging backup infielder will have 
interest. In other words, he'll probably be back in 
San Francisco. 


Second base: , Indians 


What he brings: He was a disappointment in 
his first season with the Indians but, at 24, he's too 
young to write off. He provided the Padres with 
some power and solid defense as a rookie in 2006. 

Why he’s expendable: Asdrubal Cabrera has 
laid his claim on second base. 

Where he could land: The Padres, White Sox, 
Mets and Twins are among the clubs that will be 
looking for second basemen. 


What he brings: He has lost a step but remains 
a productive hitter. 

Why he’s expendable: Renteria’s injuries gave 
Yunel Escobar a chance, and Escobar seized the 
moment. 

Where he could land: Because the Cardinals 
may lose free agent David Eckstein to the White 
Sox, a return to St. Louis would be welcomed. 


What he brings: Count on him for 100 RBIs, 25 
home runs and a .300 average but not great defense. 

Why he’s expendable: Trading players such as 
Atkins, whose salary will continue to climb, is one 
way to keep payroll in line. It helps that the club’ 
top prospect, Ian Stewart, is a third baseman. 

Where he could land: The Twins and Angels 
reportedly have inquired in the past, and Atkins 
would beef up the Phillies’ already potent offense. 
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The Red 


Another possibility: The Rockies clear payroll by 
moving reliever Brian Fuentes, keep Atkins at 
third and try Stewart at second. 


What he brings: He has four straight 40-homer 
seasons and even reduced his strikeouts in 2007. 

Why he’s expendable: If the Reds decide not to 
pick up Dunn's $13 million option, they have 
numerous candidates to take over in left, including 
SportiNG News minor league player of the year Jay 
Bruce. Even if the Reds do pick up Dunn’ option, 
they don't have to keep him. 


is have a big decision to make on the big-swinging 


Dunn. 
Where he could land: Nationals G.M. Jim 

Bowden, the former Reds G.M., likes power- 

hitting Reds (see Austin Kearns). The Rangers 

will be in the market for a big hitter, and the 6-6, 

275-pound Dunn is a big Texan. 

Center field: , Red Sox 


What he brings: This switch-hitting speedster 
is better than he has shown in his two years in 
Boston. At least that’s what the club that deals for 
him will say. 

Why he’s expendable: Jacoby Ellsbury is ready 
to play every day, and trading Crisp will be easier 


BOB LEVERONE / SN 


The Orioles need to move SS Miguel Tejada to third base 
because of his diminished range, but he has said he would 
rather be traded than play third or DH. Because Tejada still 
has two years and $26 million left on his contract, trading 
him would be difficult. Ifthe team convinces Tejada to play 
third, it can then move 3B Melvin Mora to the outfield. 
Mora has a no-trade clause and doesn't want to leave Balti- 
more because of family reasons. & Based on his .222 bat- 
ting average, CF Andruw Jones would not help the White 
Sox’s major league-low .246 mark, but expect G.M. Kenny 
Williams, a longtime admirer of Jones, to listen to agent 
Scott Boras. The conversation might not last long if Boras 
expects Jones to get $20 million per for five or more sea- 
sons. One big-money club not expected to make a play for 
Jones is the Dodgers, who have a chilly relationship with 
Boras created partly by the J.D. Drew affair last year. > The 
Braves could turn to Georgia native Mike Cameron as a 
stopgap measure in center field. Top-level prospect Jordan 
Schafer is about two years away. > The Phillies are unlikely 
to re-sign CF Aaron Rowand because of the cost. They have 
an in-house replacement in Shane Victorino. > Don't look 
for the Diamondbacks to change their offseason plans now 
that they have made the playoffs. They will increase their 
payroll, which ranked 27th in the majors at the start of the 
season, but the bump wont go to free agents, says G.M. 
Josh Byrnes. “The last two years we've made trades to 
improve, and I would expect the same this time,” he says. 
One area where the D-backs are loaded is the outfield, 
which means disappointing Carlos Quentin will be avail- 
able. & Don't look for new Twins G.M. Bill Smith to trade 
LHP Johan Santana or closer RHP Joe Nathan even 
though both are entering the final year of their contracts, The Twins likely 
will try to win big next season. > Neal Huntington’s hiring as Pirates G.M. 
was surprising because he seemingly had fallen out of favor in the Indians’ 
front office. He could find his new job challenging because many believe 
new team president Frank Coonelly will be more involved in the baseball 


Switching Tejada to 
third base sounds 
better to the 
Orioles than it 
does to Tejada. 


operation than a president should be. & RF Matt Kemp 
was a main source of the erosion in the Dodgers’ club- 
house because his flamboyant style irritated veterans, The 
talented Kemp, 23, has yet to grasp all of the game’s 
nuances. # Fellow general managers rushed to the 
defense of Walt Jocketty after he was ousted by the Cardi- 
nals. “To say Walt created any internal division is bull? 
one G.M. says. Cards chairman Bill DeWitt created the 
division when he stripped Jocketty of some of his respon- 
sibilities and put stats whiz Jeff Luhnow in charge of scouting and develop- 
ment. “T wouldn't take the job set up like that; one G.M. says. “You're either 
the general manager or you're not” > One reason the Twins are looking for 
infield help: 3B Nick Punto finished with a major league-low .210 average, a 
drop of 80 points from 2006. Contributing: Gerry Fraley 


DUB LEVENUINE / Ont 


than moving J.D. Drew. 
Where he could land: The Twins and Padres 
likely will be looking for center fielders. 


Right field: IX 


What he brings: Five-tool potential, the ability 
to play anywhere in the outfield and a history of 
injuries. 

Why he’s expendable: The Rays believe B,J. 
Upton has found his home in center field, and the 
club is set in left with Carl Crawford and right with 
Delmon Young. 

Where he could land: The time may be right for 
any team willing to trade pitching to take a chance 
on a potential All-Star who has spent time on the 
disabled list in each of the past four seasons. 
Catcher: Gerald Laird, Rangers 


What he brings: He's a solid defender with 
good life left in his 27-year-old legs. 

Why he’s expendable: He did not click. with 
manager Ron Washington, and the Rangers 


acquired young catcher Jarrod Saltalamacchia at 


the trading deadline. 


reads 


Where he could land: Any team looking for 


insurance at the position—the Cubs, for exam- 


ple—would have interest. 


What he brings: Garland is an innings-eater in 


his prime. 


Why he’s expendable: Because of a lack of 
quality starters on the free-agent market, G.M. 
Kenny Williams could be looking to cash in on 


Garland. 


Where he could land: Any mid- to large-reve- 
nue club looking for a quality starter will listen to 


an offer, 


(SS exctusive. 


Read more from Stan McNeal as he follows 
the ins and outs of the League Championship 
Series at sportingnews.com. 


Give the Mets credit for not firing Willie 
Randolph. He is smart enough to learn from 
his mistakes, such as being unable to help 
Jose Reyes maintain his focus. 


A reason to root for the Rockies: Players 
have voted to give a full playoff share to 
Amanda Coolbaugh, the widow of minor 
league coach Mike Coolbaugh, who died after 
getting hit by a line drive this season. 

Lou Piniella knows the game. A day after 
being second-guessed for pulling Carlos 
Zambrano, Piniella looked around the 
interview room and asked, "How many guys 
are in this room? Count them. That's how 
many managers there are in here.” At least, 
that's how many think they're managers 
every October. 
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OK, it’s time to get on my soapbox. We—and by 
we, I mean the Major League Baseball industry— 
have made tremendous strides. We're cleaning up 
our image as far as performance-enhancing drugs. 
We've had an increase in attendance over the past 
four years. We've got a few new teams in the play- 
offs—Colorado, Philadelphia, Cleveland. We've 
got great story plots for the playoffs. But there is 
one big thing we're still missing: The season is too 
long, and the playoffs are a debacle as far as TV 
goes. 

It’s time to cut some games off the schedule. Ask 
the Mariners what it was like to have no days off 
down the stretch. 

And there’ a big problem with competitive bal- 
ance on TV. The problem for baseball is the best 
part of the year is right in the middle of football 
season, be it college or pro. With all of the sports 
wanting prime-time slots, there's a bunch of jock- 
eying going on. That means we end up with the 
Cubs and Diamondbacks starting at 10 p.m. on 
the East Coast. With all due respect to Red Sox 
Nation and the Evil Empire, the next largest story 
in this postseason was the Cubs trying to beat this 
billy goat thing. MLB needs to let the Yankees 
know that other teams should share that prime- 
time playoff slot. That was one thing that was great 
last year about playing the Yankees—you knew 
you were the prime-time game and there was no 
ABC Family or FX in your future. 

So, how do you fix it? You cut some games off 
the regular season and make the postseason like a 
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true second season. You let more teams in the 
playoffs and then schedule more off-days so more 
teams get in the prime-time slot. Then the whole 
country could see how good Matt Holliday is and 
not make the unsexy playoff teams feel like red- 
headed stepchildren. 

Finally, you tell the West Coast teams they'll 
have to give up their night games in the postseason 
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fans, you only know Holliday is the guy getting a side-five because we told you. 


so the rest of the country can watch—and not have 
to read about—Jose Valverde saving the first game 
of the Diamondbacks-Cubs series. 

MLB doesn’t need Bob Costas to be the com- 
mish. I’ve got it all figured out. 


E-mail Tigers reliever Todd Jones at tiones@ 
sportingnews.com. 


Nonplayoff teams primed to make the ’08 field 
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Brewers. One 

big thing on the 

Brewers’ side is 
that they play in the N.L. 
Central. But their biggest 
advantage is an infield 
anchored by first 
baseman Prince Fielder 
and third baseman Ryan 
Braun, who hit 84 home 
runs combined as 
23-year-olds this 
summer. Shortstop J.J. 
Hardy, second baseman 

Neeks, and 

righthander Yovani 
Gallardo also are ready 
to shine. 
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Mets. That 
stunningly awful 
September may 


force a more aggressive 
offseason approach to 
make this a complete 
team. Cornerstones 
already are in place, 
namely third baseman 
David Wright, shortstop 
Jose Reyes and center 
fielder Carlos Beltran. 
John Maine and Oliver 
Perez are young arms to 
build the rotation 
around, and having 
Pedro Martinez for a full 
season will help. 


Mariners. The 

team likely will 

return the bulk of 
an offense that ranked 
third in the majors in 
batting average. And it 
will be a more dynamic 
attack if outfielder Adam 
Jones is ready for a 
prime-time role. The 
rotation has to be better, 
and it will be if Felix 
Hernandez takes the 
next step toward 
becoming a legit ace 
and Brandon Morrow 
moves seamlessly from 
the bullpen. 


Tigers. Some key 
Give: are aging 

or facing nagging 
health issues, but the 
pitching staff has 
enough talent—starting 
with Justin Verlander— 
and the lineup has 
enough dangerous bats 
for the club's playoff 
absence to be a 
one-year problem. It 
will help a bunch if 
lefthander Andrew 
Miller and outfielder 
Cameron Maybin put 
together breakthrough 
seasons. 


Blue Jays. 
Jumping the 
Yankees and/or 


the Red Sox in the A.L. 
East won't be easy. But 
the Jays had the No. 2 
post-All-Star ERA in the 
majors and have young 
pitching gems—starters 
Shaun Marcum, Dustin 
McGowan and Jesse 
Litsch and relievers 
Jeremy Accardo and 
Casey Janssen. A 
bounce-back year from 
center fielder Vernon 
Wells is a necessity. 
—Kyle Veltrop 
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Also, check out 
Troy’s column 

throughout the 
football season 
in Sporting News 
Magazine. 


* 
Listen on the Sporting News Radio affil 


iate nearest yo 


e ‘Troy Aikman and co-host 
Brad Sham highlight 
the weekend’s top NFL 
match-ups with 
"analysis of games, 
strategy breakdowns 
and interviews with the 
4 biggest names in 
football. Tune in each. 
week for the latest 
news from the locker 
rooms and front offices 
around the league. 
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u or online at http://radio.sportingnews.com 


Call him A 


The Timberwolves, soft in 

the middle now? Hardly. 

Get to know the other player 
in the summer's biggest trade. 
By Steve Greenberg 


hree weeks into his life as a Minnesotan, Al 
Jefferson—the forgotten man in the seis- 

mic Kevin Garnett trade—had spent 
roughly 15 days at the Timberwolves’ 
practice facility. Already, his bosses and co- 
workers were convinced he would leave no stone 
unturned in his pursuit of superstardom. “You 
take care of your game,’ Jefferson said after 90 
minutes of nonstop drills and scrimmaging, the 
sweat pouring down from his head to his chest 
and soaking into his sleeve- 


Koo a % less black undershirt, “and the 
ame will take cz f you.” 
D | FFERENT , hee Seeds thee 


: look at a 6-10, 256-pound 
_ 22-year-old who was drafted 
15th out of high school by the 
Celtics in 2004, then faded into the relative obliv- 
ion that is (or was) pro basketball in Boston. A few 
days prior, Jefferson's ex-teammate Paul Pierce had 
told me: “Once he gets everything together defen- 
sively, he’s going to be a monster. He's going to be 
an All-Star for a lot of years.’ Three weeks before 
the start of training camp, Jefferson, who averaged 
16.0 points and 11.0 rebounds in his third NBA 
season, lived up to that billing. 

@ In a 15-minute shooting session with assis- 
tant coach J.B. Bickerstaff doing the shagging, Jef- 
ferson and fellow frontcourt players Ryan Gomes 
and Chris Richard attempted at least 50 17-footers 
apiece, from all angles. Gomes is the purest shoot- 
er of the three, but Jefferson knocked down shot 
after shot—all the while demanding in his boom- 
ing baritone that Bickerstaff get the drill moving 
faster and that Richard, a rookie who was strug- 
gling to keep up, get with it. Nobody talked back. 
This is Jefferson’s team. 

® Ina drill run by V.P. of basketball operations 
Kevin McHale, the same three players took turns 
getting deep in the post, using their hands to dis- 
engage from the defender, flaring to the high post 
and accepting a pass, “ripping” the ball from their 


JEFF WHEELER FOR SN (2) 
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McHale sizes up Jefferson 


To the naked eye, Kevin McHale appears to be quite a bit taller than Al 
Jefferson. And that’s because he is, even though Jefferson is listed at 6-10 
and McHale played his entire NBA career listed at 6-10. What gives? Is 
Jefferson really more like 6-8? “Oh, no, he’s pretty much legit” McHale says, 
and then he shares a secret: “I’m 7-foot tall in socks.” Then what was with 
that 6-10 business for 13 seasons with the Celtics? “See, things were 
different back then. We weren't self-promoters. Why should we tell them how 
tall we really are? That's the way we looked at it” As long as McHale is telling 


it like itis ... 


Jefferson came 


right shoulder to their left knee and exploding 
with a long step toward a lefthanded finish at the 
goal. Jefferson's every movement displayed an al- 
most violent strength, yet he was quick, balanced 
and studious. After a perfect rip and step—leading 
with his right shoulder and staying low so as not to 
be bumped off-balance by Bickerstaff—Jefferson 
threw down a massive lefthanded dunk. McHale 
grabbed him under the hoop, slapped his behind 
and said, “No one’s going to stop that” 

® On his first touch in a five-on-five scrim- 
mage a few minutes later, Jefferson took a pass on 
the left block, turned on the 6-9, 255-pound Rich- 
ard and drew an immediate double-team from 
guard Sebastian Telfair. But with one powerful 
right shoulder-to-left knee rip of the ball and a 
long first step toward the basket, he was past the 
defense for an easy layup. McHale and coach Ran- 
dy Wittman looked at each other and shook their 
heads. 

What I heard was every bit as impressive as 

what I saw. 


What does Jefferson need to get better at? 

“Getting a bit more comfortable shooting the 15-, 16-footer. Attacking off 
the dribble all the time; right now he does it in spurts. Defensively, getting his 
rear end down a little bit more and shuffling his feet more. He's still got a lot 
to work on, but the good news is he has good instincts and likes to bang, 


from Boston, and you don’t get that much anymore in bigs.” 

and now he’s What else does he have that you can’t teach? 

learning from “He’s a hard worker, a throwback big guy who likes to be in the post. He’s 
one of Boston’s really kind of a dinosaur because lately most big guys have turned into 
legends, jump-shooting Dirk Nowitzkis. Al’s got the instincts to play with his back to 
McHale. the basket. At 4 feet, he’s going to go under you, over you, around you. It’s 


fun to have a guy with a knack like that” 
How good is he going to be? Are we talking about a future superstar? 
“Michael Jordan wasn’t Michael Jordan at age 22. Anybody who gets to 
that level starts down here and then it’s a climb. He has the potential, and 
that alone separates Al from a lot of the league—the reason 20 and 10 is 
special is because there aren't a lot of people who can do it. Al has the work 
ethic to get there, and | think he will?” 


From teammate Randy Foye: “He's a great 
guy, and he works extremely hard. I saw it right 
away. He’ got a ton of upside?” 

@ From strength and conditioning coach Dave 
Vitel: “Hes a phenomenal guy to work with. Hes 
coming in five days a week and doing extra condi- 
tioning, working out, lifting, playing—and all he 
says about everything is, ‘No problem: Kevin Gar- 
nett was always the first one in and the last one to 
leave, always getting extra work in. I see that in Al” 

@ Best of all, from Jefferson himself: “After my 
rookie year, I think the hype went to my head. I 
didn't workas hard as I should have. I came into my 
second year feeling like I had it made, but I wasn't 
in shape. I blew it. So the next offseason, I worked 
out every day, watched what I ate, lost 30 pounds 
and had a breakout year. All I am about now is 
work out every day, no fried food, no sweets, Sub- 
way all the time, work on my left hand, shoot 100 
free throws a day, be a leader and become an All- 
Star. That's it, man. Once again, take care of your 
game and the game takes care of you” SN 


See how Al Jefferson—or another of your favorite DISS 


is faring in training camp at § 
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COLLEGE BASKETBALL 


There's plenty to be said for building confidence against low- and mid-major opponents. 


Hey, Coach: Don’t 
schedule over your head 


By Mike DeCourcy 


decourcy @sportingnews.com 


K Coach, you want to prove you're a 

tough guy? 
You want to schedule North Carolina, 
Kansas, Memphis and UCLA? In a row, 
maybe? Terrific. You'll be on television a 
lot. You'll hear certain announcers saying it’s great 
you are challenging your kids and that your sched- 
ule will make them better prepared come tourna- 

ment time. Bay-bee. 

For any team in a Top Six conference, there are 
some advantages to playing a difficult nonleague 
schedule, Just don’t expect anyone to check for 


your ring size when the season is finished. 

Championship teams are not forged by the 
toughest possible schedules, Coach. A champion- 
ship team in this era tests itself a few times 
before entering conference play but mostly stays 
home against low- and 


mid-major opponents There hasn’t been an NCAA 
champion with a nonleague 
schedule ranked better than 
82nd in the past five years. 


to build confidence. 

This is not my opin- 
ion, This is fact. 

Over the past three 
years, teams with the 
toughest schedules have, on average, been unsuc- 
cessful on Selection Sunday and throughout the 
tournament. 


No team wants to lose 
a prime recruit, but 
PG Bud Mackey of 
Georgetown, Ky., put 
Indiana in a difficult sit- 
uation when he was 
arrested on drug charges 
only six weeks before 
signing day. The judicial process almost 
certainly will not be completed before IU 
has to decide whether to sign him, and the 
positive momentum the Hoosiers are 
enjoying would be derailed if Mackey 
signed with this situation unresolved. 
Rivals.com ranks Mackey 35th overall in 
the 2008 class, but Indiana can get by with- 
out him. On the perimeter for 2008-09, it 
should have PGs Jordan Crawford and 
Armon Bassett and wings Jamarcus Ellis, 
Devin Ebanks and Matt Roth. > PF Jordan 
Hill has improved his skills enough that 
Arizona plans to use him as a low-post 
option. As a freshman, Hill mostly was a 
face-up shooter who could work pick-and- 
pop plays, but his coaches believe he has 
developed confidence in a jump hook 
from either hand. With his quickness and 
athleticism, that will be a useful move. 
> Florida had a great post offense with 
PF Al Horford but doesn't expect to use the 
same style with sophomore Marreese 


Speights moving into 
the lineup. Speights is an 
excellent prospect but 
isn't viewed as a player 
who can defeat double- 
teams. So expect the 
Gators to make more 
use of penetration and 
transition to generate offense. Among 
the team’s several gifted freshmen, PG Jai 
Lucas has been picking up on instruc- 
tion like he has been around the game 
his whole life—no surprise given that his 
father, John, was an NBA great and a pro 
coach who still works with many players 
as a personal coach. > Iowa State should 
have a more dangerous offense with the 
development of SF Wesley Johnson and 
the arrival of freshman PF Craig Brackins. 
Johnson had a terrific first year, but 
coach Greg McDermott’s attack will run 
better now that Johnson appears to have 
improved his ballhandling. In ISU’s sys- 
tem, the wings must be able to come off 
ball screens and make plays. Johnson's 
size (6-7) gives him an advantage over 
many defenders. Brackins is 6-10, has 
good jumping ability and knows what to 
do with the ball when he gets it. He'll 
need to get comfortable in McDermott’s 
sophisticated attack. 
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Of the 30 teams that had top 10 schedule 
strength ratings according to CollegeRPI.com, 
only one reached the Final Four. More wound up 
either missing the tournament (six) or playing in 
an 8-9 game (six) than earning No. 1 seeds (four). 

The composite nonconference schedule rank of 
the dozen teams that made the Final Four the past 
three seasons was 79th. There hasn't been an 
NCAA champion with a nonleague schedule 
ranked better than 82nd in the past five years. 

I’m here to tell you the truth, Coach. Other 
writers and analysts deliver odes to the importance 
of playing challenging schedules for one of 
two reasons: either they 
havent looked into all 
this or they want to see 
more interesting games. 

They're going to get 
more jazzed about Texas 
vs. Southern California 
than they will about Texas vs. Texas Southern. 
That's just how it is. 

I talked to Michigan State's Tom Izzo about this. 


Florida’s Speights will have to make his 
mark doing things other than scoring. 


Sizing up the competition 


The nonconference schedules of two Big Six heavyweights: 


rtford 


Because he believed in toughening his players for 

the challenges of March and because he hoped to Ss 
elevate his program's profile and because he 
wanted to “take advantage of opportunities 


Michigan State might not have again,’ Izzo five It's hard not to 

years ago agreed to play Duke, Kansas, UCLA, admire new 

Oklahoma, Kentucky and Syracuse. The Spar- Villanova assistant 
i ; Doug West's 


tans lost every one of those games. 

Izzo still is willing to take on a challenge, but 
he admits there is merit to my case. 

“Confidence or competition? Being fully pre- 
pared or being burned out at the end? Those are 
things you could really make some arguments 
for; Izzo says. He also points out some residual 
benefits of playing a lighter schedule. The best 
players can build their scoring averages and the 
bench players get more minutes, so the locker 
room is a more pleasant place. 

The media want to see all those big games, but 
when the team in the local coverage area loses 
one—or, say, six—that same group is going to 
wonder why. Loudly, in many instances. The 
media complain about soft schedules, too, but 
those arguments tend to be muted by an attrac- 


tive record and high national : 
COU EXCLUSIVE | 


ranking. | 
CollegeRPI.com math whiz 
Check out Mike DeCourcy’s top 
10 players at each position at 


Jerry Palm says, “An ideal non- 
sportingnews.com. 


determination to 
become a coach. 
Following a 
successful career 
with the Wildcats, 
he played in the 
NBA—then worked 
as a high school 
coach and athletic 
director and as an 
assistant for a 
Division | women's 
program. After 12 
years in the pros, he 
could have passed 
the time since by 
counting his money. 


conference schedule for a team 
like Memphis or Gonzaga isn't 
the same as it is for North Caro- 
lina or Louisville because big-conference schools 
can generally prove their mettle in conference 
play.” 

You can listen to me, Coach. You can listen to 
your colleague, Coach Izzo. You can listen to 
Palm. But I think we're all saying the same thing: 
You can grow stronger doing all that heavy lift- 
ing, or you just might throw out your back. SN 
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Juiced up 


After two straight two-win seasons, it was going to take 
something special for Illinois to knock off No. 5 Wisconsin. 
How about a quarterback busting out a stiff-arm? Juice 
Williams jammed Jack Ikegwuonu, and Illinois turned the 
Big Ten upside down with its fifth straight victory. Photo by ALBERT DICKSON / SN 
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Congratulations 
on your record br 
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WHEN THE ENTIRE WORLD IS COUNTING ON YOU, IT’S BEST TO COME PREPARED. 


prepared to take on the challenges of the world-the 
can help make a difference in our world; visit navy.co 


Paid for by the U.S Navy Alb ights 


